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	1. Chapter 1

Hiccup was in the Academy, straightening the saddles and counting the supply ropes in one of the storage areas when he heard Tuffnut and Fishlegs come in behind him. He turned to greet them both, but the look on Fishlegs' face stopped him. Fishlegs somehow looked embarrassed and frightened at the same time, his ears bright red and his face white. His hands were shaking and he kept opening and closing his mouth like a codfish.

"That's what Uncle Gunnarr said, anyway," Tuffnut said, shrugging.

Hiccup crossed the room. "Fishlegs, what's wrong?"

Tuffnut put his hand on Fishlegs' shoulder, and turned to face Hiccup. Fishlegs was still staring into the distance, unfocused and clearly freaked out. "Uncle Gunnarr gave me some, ah, advice last night, and I was sharing it with Fishlegs."

Hiccup frowned. "What kind of advice? Wait, who is Uncle Gunnarr?"

"He's my uncle."

"I gathered that."

"He's here to visit my mom. He's been at sea for so long with the Berzerkers, he had all kinds of stories. Like, more than Johann. More than three Johanns. And they were good stories, too - adventure stories, scary stories, and, you know, useful stories." Tuffnut waggled his eyebrows. Hiccup remained confused, and Fishlegs didn't appear to be aware of anything.

"Useful stories?" Tuff didn't elaborate. He'd gotten distracted by a broken length of spear and Hiccup knew it was useless to try to talk to him.

"Fishlegs, do you need to sit down?"

Fishlegs shook his head. "It's the most… thing I've ever heard," he mumbled, his face bleak.

"What thing? What happened?"

Fishlegs made eye contact with Hiccup, but shut his mouth with an audible snap. He shook his head, refusing to speak.

Hiccup was about to ask Tuffnut again just what he'd told Fishlegs when Snotlout walked in. Well, as much as Snotlout walked anywhere. He strutted or pushed, and sometimes, if Hookfang tossed him off his saddle, he fell into rooms. Today it was strutting, and he flexed his arms, filling the doorway with his body and the rest of the room with his voice.

"Hey! Did you miss me?"

"No," Tuffnut said. "But you're going to be sorry you missed me."

Snotlout pushed his helmet back on his head and glared. "What are you talking about? You're right here. I didn't miss you."

"Not now me. Earlier me. The talking me. From before. You missed me."

Snotlout turned to Hiccup with his palms up, a confused expression on his face.

"I'm as lost as you, Snotlout. Tuff, what did you say to Fishlegs?"

"And why does Fishlegs look like he's about to pass out?" Snotlout was suddenly very interested in the conversation.

"Oh! It's because I told him everything Uncle Gunnarr told me last night. Things I can't really tell the likes of you." Tuff stuck his chest out, nodding sagely at each of them. Hiccup saw Snotlout make a fist and jumped between them.

"I got that part, Tuff, thank you. What exactly did Gunnarr tell you?"

"You don't want to know, Hiccup," Fishlegs said in a quiet voice.

"I want to know," Snotlout declared.

"Well, I suppose I could share it with you, though you're not part of the Berzerker heritage," Tuff said, tapping his chin. "Your constitution isn't so strong and full of strength like ours."

"Hiccup, outta my way. I'm going to punch him."

"Your punches cannot harm me!" Tuff brandished the half spear in his hand, spinning it wildly and almost cutting his ear in the process. "I have been given the secrets to eternal life and happiness!"

"Is that what has Fishlegs so upset?" At least Fishlegs looked at little better, Hiccup thought. He had color in his face again, though he was slowly turning more and more red.

"Oh, no," Tuffnut said, tossing his spear over his shoulder. "He hasn't been the same since I told him about the book of Not Dragons."

Both Snotlout and Hiccup spoke in unison. "The what?"

"I gotta go. Bye!" Fishlegs nearly ran out of the room and up the ramp to where Meatlug was waiting for him.

"Well, it's not the book of dragons, but it is a book, so I figure that's what it's called."

"The book of Not Dragons? Seriously?" Snotlout was rubbing his fist with his hand. Tuffnut didn't appear to notice.

"Why would a book of 'not dragons' scare Fishlegs?"

Tuffnut stepped close to Hiccup and lowered his voice, his eyes wide and excited. Snotlout moved closer. "Because, my friends, it contains the secrets to everything."

Hiccup was ready to end this conversation and go home, but Snotlout had other ideas. "Like what?"

"Well, remember when we got the talk?"

Hiccup felt his neck begin to turn red. This conversation was not something he wanted to hear. Maybe he could catch up to Fishlegs.

"Yeah," Snotlout replied, his voice impatient. "That was years ago."

"The book of Not Dragons is like the talk, only better."

Hiccup wanted to step back, but Tuffnut still had his arm on Hiccup's shoulder, and Snotlout was suddenly extremely interested in everything being said. "Better... how?"

Oh, Gods. This was not going to end well.

"Well, imagine every possible thing you could possibly imagine."

Snotlout looked at Tuffnut, unimpressed.

"Whatever it is, it's in the book of Not Dragons."

"Ok, I have no idea what you're talking about, but you're annoying, so I'm leaving."

Hiccup tried not to sound audibly relieved as Tuffnut followed Snotlout out of the room, arguing with him about the secrets of life and happiness as they left the arena. He finished cleaning up the room, hiding the half a spear that Tuffnut had found, and arranging the other equipment. He was about to shut the door and lock it when Tuffnut came back.

"What now, Tuffnut?"

"I need to ask you for some help." Tuffnut was looking over his shoulder while pushing Hiccup back into the room.

"Can you make it quick?"

"Yeah. Quick. Good call. Need to move fast."

Hiccup stood and waited. Tuffnut stared at him blankly. "What do you need, Tuffnut?"

"Oh! Right. I need something that locks."

"What, like a room? A chain? Can this maybe wait until tomorrow?"

"No, no, it cannot wait. I must hide this from Ruffnut or she'll- no, no, let's not even speak of it."

"Not a problem, since I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Hiccup. The Book of Not Dragons is mine and mine alone, and I need to hide it from her snooping, thieving, devious —"

"Ok, ok," Hiccup said, holding his palms up. "I get it. You need something to put the book in. How big is it?"

Tuffnut held up his arms and began to describe the book to Hiccup, while Hiccup tried to stop himself from rolling his eyes. He pulled out his notebook quickly and wrote down what Tuffnut was saying.

"So, right. You need a box, something that locks, fairly impossible to break open. Do I have that right?"

"Yes! And it should be soft on the inside, too. I don't want to damage the leather. It's a really nice, soft cover, a dark dark red, feels good on my skin. Looks good, too. If I wear it."

"You wear it, and the book feels good on your - no, no. I do not want to know." Hiccup lifted his head and looked at Tuffnut. "Wait, red? It's dark red leather?"

"Yeah, really dark, like burnt red, with a big swoopy-thing on the front, and a bunch of marks in it, but I ignore those. The back is smooth, supple, and I like to rub it on my-"

"No. Stop right there."

"Hey, guys. What's up?"

"Hey, Astrid," Hiccup said, thankful to be interrupted, yet wondering how long it would be until he got to go home and eat.

"Oh, nothing, nothing. See you later, Hiccup!" Tuffnut ran out the door and up the ramp, turning to make some strange gesture at Hiccup, followed by a thumbs up, before he disappeared.

"What's with him?"

"I have no idea," Hiccup replied, shaking his head.


	2. Chapter 2

Astrid helped Hiccup close up the supply area, and made sure the door was locked. But Hiccup checked it again, pulling on the lock and then the door to make sure it was shut.

"Afraid someone's going to steal a saddle?"

"No, but…. No." She noticed his smile didn't reach his eyes.

"Ready for dinner?"

"Dinner?" They started the long walk back to the village. Astrid walked a bit slower, partly because Hiccup was probably tired and sore from all the flying he'd done, and partly because she wanted to walk with him as long as possible. She slid her hand into his, easy and familiar, and felt the rough callouses on his fingertips as his hand close over hers. She'd thought a lot about the roughness of his hands lately. She thought about it now and felt her face grow warm.

"Yeah, you know, meal you eat at the end of the day, usually loud and messy, often surrounded by vikings, depending where you eat it?"

"Oh, right - yeah. But I'm - I'm having a talk with my dad so I have to, uh-"

"Oh, boy. What's wrong now?"

He let go of her hand and pushed his hair back from his face. "Nothing! Nothing at all. Why would anything be wrong?"

She stopped walking. "Hiccup."

"What?"

"You know you're a really lousy liar, right?"

Hiccup looked at the ground, his eyebrows together and his cheeks red, then met her eyes. "Only with you."

"Well, can't say I mind that," Astrid said, switching her axe to her other shoulder. "What's wrong?"

"Tuff was talking about this book-"

"Oh, not him, too. The Book of Not Dragons?"

Hiccup gaped at her. "How'd you know?"

"Ruffnut. All afternoon she was telling me about it. Couldn't get her to stop." They started walking again, and this time Astrid waited for him to touch her, to take her hand. He didn't. He kept rubbing the back of his neck, looking at the ground in front of them.

"So you… know what it is?"

Astrid frowned. Did his voice just crack? "Well, yeah, I do now. Not like I could avoid hearing about it. I got all the details. _Way_ too many details."

"You did?"

"Yeah. She said she read it while Tuffnut was out doing…." Astrid waved her hand. "Something I didn't want to know about. She tried to explain some of the pages but I couldn't figure out what she meant. So I nodded a lot."

"Right," Hiccup said. She glanced at him, and looked again. His cheeks were so red she could almost see his pulse.

Then he asked about her flight that day, and where she and Ruffnut had taken a group of dragon riders. She let him change the subject, since she'd have more time to talk to him after the bonfires. Maybe after he ate he would stop being so weird. Well, slightly less weird.

The sun looked like it was beginning to lean slightly toward the ocean, signaling evening in the middle of summer, when they reached the fork in the path. If Hiccup took the steeper route, he'd end up at his house faster, but he usually didn't go that way. It was rocky and difficult, and they usually took the longer route together, so she started down the well-trod path before realizing he wasn't with her.

He'd turned up the hill, his metal leg resting on he first rise of the path. "I gotta - yeah. See you later? Bonfires, right?"

Her eyes narrowed slightly. His entire face was bright red, and he couldn't look directly at her. What was wrong with him?

Astrid wanted to hit him with her axe, but she restrained herself. Barely. She had time to figure out what was going on. And she'd see him later that evening. There were still a lot of hours left in the day, and they always left the bonfires together. They'd definitely talk later.

Her grip tightened on her axe slightly anyway, because it was so tempting to charge at any problem to make it go away.

"Yup. See you there."

He turned and climbed the hill, and she took a few steps down the path.

Then she turned to watch his ascent. Even if she was a little sad that he wasn't walking with her, watching Hiccup climb was always a great view.

…

Hiccup hurried up the hill, cursing his own impatience and his inability to lie to Astrid while trying to move as fast as he could toward his house. He did have to talk to his father, but it wasn't urgent. He did, however, have to get to his house. Now.

The book Tuffnut had described sounded terribly familiar, so much that Hiccup felt like he had a ball of ice in his stomach that wouldn't melt. If Tuff had stolen it, Hiccup wasn't sure what he would do. Die of embarrassment, maybe. That might be preferable. It would be the easy way out.

The back of his shirt was sticking to him when he reached the top of the hill, and he pulled it away from his skin as he glanced down the steps leading to Meade Hall. No one around, no one likely to stop him or ask him for -

"Hiccup!" Oh, Gods.

"Hi, Gobber." If only he'd moved a little faster.

"I was looking for ye." Hiccup waited as Gobber let the enormous hall door swing shut behind him, then made his way down the stone steps.

"What's, um, what do you need?"

"Yer father's looking for ye, too." Gobber came to a wheezing stop in front of Hiccup, adjusting his trousers and hiking up the waistband. Hiccup felt momentarily sorry for whomever might be standing below them. Gobber still hadn't found a truly suitable belt buckle since he'd given his to the Boneknapper. Or maybe he didn't want to find one. Maybe he'd grown to enjoy spending hours each day pulling his pants up.

"You couldn't have shouted that from up there?"

"Nah, not polite."

Hiccup was baffled that Gobber would be suddenly concerned at all with manners. Was everyone going to be strange today?

"Anyway, he's gone to help some of the men with a tangled net, needs you and some dragons to help tilt the boat. Seems the net's caught on something beneath, and they can't free it."

"I was just heading to the house…."

"I'll go with you, then walk ye down. Good plan."

"On second thought, let's just go now. Wouldn't want to keep Dad waiting."

"Off we go, then."

With a glance over his shoulder at the front door to his home, Hiccup turned and followed Gobber down the steps and toward the docks below.


	3. Chapter 3

After helping his father slowly tilt one of the fishing boats so one of the men could remove the net caught on the bottom ridge of the hull, Hiccup was ready to go home. But he couldn't. He had to stand awkwardly, unable to leave, as all the assembled vikings told stories about fish that got away and nets that were sliced in half by water dragons they never saw but knew were there.

Retrieving the netting hadn't taken very long. The sun had moved a bit, and the shadows were longer, which meant the bonfires would be starting soon, but he still hadn't eaten. Hiccup was starving and more than a little irritable.

He was half-listening to what Stoick and the others were saying, but he knew he couldn't turn and go. It was the same conversations he'd heard at least once a week if not more, but as he'd learned, it was still important to have them. People valued time with Stoick and Hiccup, valued being listened to, even if what they were saying was a repeat of what they'd said a few weeks ago. Reusing the same words didn't make them less important to the person speaking, so he listened.

Hiccup didn't think he'd be able to relax or fully pay attention until he got to his room, but he couldn't think of a way to extract himself from the group without causing offense or, more likely, having his dad follow him home. And he needed a few minutes alone.

Then Stoick turned and clapped a hand on his shoulder, nearly dropping Hiccup through the planks beneath them.

"Son. Let's go eat."

Hiccup rolled his shoulder and nodded. "Agreed."

During the long walk up to their house, which took six times as long because everyone had to stop to talk to them both, Hiccup reassured himself that there was no way it was the same book. Tuffnut couldn't easily get into his room - not that Hiccup knew of - and if he had, he would have told Hiccup and everyone else in Berk that he'd done it. Well, maybe not. Tuffnut wasn't the most easily understood person in Berk. He might have told everyone twice already and made no sense doing so. But Hiccup didn't think anyone had been in his house, or in his room.

"See you tomorrow, then," Stoick was saying, bidding goodnight to Fishlegs' mother. "We'll close that hole in the roof. It shouldn't rain but we'll fix it before it does."

As Stoick turned to continue walking, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Hiccup glanced at him, uneasy. That sound usually meant something was on Stoick's mind, something he didn't know how to talk about. Hiccup figured maybe his father was trying to force the words out by breathing deeply, like additional air could push whatever was on his mind out into the open. Whatever the reason, if Stoick sounded like winds blowing a longship sail, it meant he had something he wanted to say.

They reached the house without further interruption, and Hiccup closed the door behind them. There was bread and water on the table, which he'd left out that morning before he'd gone to get Toothless, but there were also a large bowl of something else, too. Something that was still steaming hot and smelled delicious.

"What's this?"

"No idea," Hiccup replied. They both approached the table cautiously, like a snake or a Terrible Terror might jump out from behind whatever was making both their stomachs growl.

"Looks like… mutton? And vegetables?"

"Yeah, smells like it."

Someone had snuck in…and left food? Better than stealing books, he supposed.

"Who'd bring food and leave it here?"

"Not Gobber," Hiccup answered, crossing the room to grab spoons and a mug for each of them.

Stoick laughed. "No, not likely. He'd still be here and the bowl would be empty." Abruptly, Stoick's face grew thoughtful. "I wonder… no, couldn't be that."

"What?" Hiccup pulled up a chair and pushed the bowl toward his father, who picked it up and looked closer at the meat inside.

"You're not eating?"

"Bonfire tonight."

Stoick nodded and stirred his meal carefully, his large hands dwarfing the bowl, which was overfull and smelled incredibly tempting.

"So, you were saying?"

"Oh. Right. Well, from time to time, er…." Stoick frowned at the table and Hiccup saw, to his utter shock, that his father's face matched his beard.

Hiccup bit the inside of his lips to keep from laughing. "You think this is a, um, special gift, maybe, for you?"

"Could be for you," Stoick said, raising one eyebrow. He stirred the contents of his bowl and tried to glare across the table at his son. It wasn't a great effort, in Hiccup's opinion. He'd seen worse.

Hiccup reached across the table and took a spoonful from his father's bowl, not aware of just how hot the food was, and found himself having to speak around the food that was attempting to incinerate his mouth. "Not… likely. Astrid's… not… a great cook." He swallowed, grabbing his mug of water to cool off the burns on his tongue. "And this is delicious."

Stoick glared at Hiccup's spoon and his audacity. Much more powerful, that glare.

"Look, Dad, whoever it might be-"

"Not letting good mutton go to waste," Stoick said, interrupting him. "Agreed. And this is mine. So keep your spoon to yourself."

…

Hiccup only glanced at the stairs behind his father a handful of times. Maybe four. He tried not to count. He talked with his father about different things going on in the village, what the next group of dragon riders would be doing, what tasks they could be put in charge of, and what improvements Stoick wanted for the various buildings in Berk make before winter returned.

Summer — and Hiccup realized both he and his father thought this way — was like a visitor. A beautiful, welcome guest who stayed not nearly long enough, and whom they treated each year as a miracle, a wonder that they didn't have much time to appreciate. Winter was home, the expected, long, and never-ending normal state of Berk. Summer was a gift, and a rare and priceless one at that.

So once Stoick finished and washed the bowl in the bucket of water they kept by the fire, he grabbed his axe and headed for the door. The sun was still up, and the air was warm and welcoming, so there was time to get more done before it was too cold to do anything at all.

Hiccup was looking at the bowl, trying to identify whose it was, when Stoick spoke from the doorway. "See you later."

"Yeah," Hiccup replied, looking up briefly. "You going to be out late?"

"Aye," Stoick said. "Goodnight, then."

Hiccup was stunned, frozen in place while the door shut behind his father. He'd expected a laughing denial, but instead, Stoick had sounded… strange. He nearly chased after his father to ask where he was planning on going, but decided against it. His dad could have secrets.

They wouldn't last long, anyway. Somehow everyone in Berk knew what everyone else was doing. It wasn't that big of a place. And people in Berk were extra-focused and fascinated by the chief, and by extension, Hiccup. He knew it was normal, but the feeling that he was always being watched and observed was a feeling he still struggled with. Especially lately.

The thought immediately brought the ice back to his stomach. He put the bowl near the door, then turned and ran up the stairs to his room.


	4. Chapter 4

Hiccup's room looked the same as it had when he'd left it that morning. His blanket was thrown across the bed. His pillow was there, and the small fabric model of Toothless sat on the table along with a notebook and a scrap of charcoal. His desk was a mess, as usual, and the various pieces, projects, and drawings that made up his life were in their normal places, which meant they were pretty much everywhere. Toothless was out, probably eating fish down at the academy with the other dragons, so his bed was empty, too. Hiccup was alone.

At least, he thought he was. Hiccup stood quietly for a moment, making sure no one was in the house with him, that his dad hadn't come back in looking for something.

Then he rolled his eyes at himself. Stoick couldn't go anywhere quietly, and certainly not anywhere in the house. The wood creaked when his father looked at it, let alone walked across it. He was definitely alone.

Hiccup lifted the top of his desk slightly and slid his fingertips along the side, careful to avoid splinters. He'd built his own desk, one of the first projects he'd completed after learning all the techniques used in the forge. It didn't look like something built in the forge. It looked like a wooden desk. But when he'd learned how to join flat pieces at an angle, and how to hide the weight of internal metal by balancing it across different pieces of wood, he'd had an idea for improving his desk, which at the time had been built of scraps from old tables.

His fingertips hit the catch, and he pressed against it, waiting until he felt the spring-loaded clasp inside snap back before he lifted the top. Hidden inside was a slender metal box, just big enough to hold some maps, or assorted piles of paper. Maybe some pencils. And a book.

Hiccup knew from the moment he picked it up that the box was not empty, that no one had found it, let alone opened it. But he still had to check. Several hours of worrying weren't going to be relieved by rational logic. He had to see for himself.

Using the key that he'd hid in the drawer of his bedside table, Hiccup opened the box, still holding his breath, tense and silent lest anyone discover him. He knew he was being ridiculous, and would eventually laugh at himself. But not yet.

Inside the box was a large, dark red leather book, sewn with black cord and branded with a symbol and markings Hiccup still couldn't identify.

He opened a few pages. They were all there. He didn't spend too long turning them - he needed to get to the bonfire while there was still food left. But the sketches were all in place. The light coming in from the window above his bed was more than enough to highlight the drawing of a hand, a curve, a set of lines and arrows, all surrounded by a few words that Hiccup hadn't fully deciphered, but was pretty sure he understood. Somewhat.

The book was there, the information within it was still his. Its existence was still his secret.

Well, mostly his.

He put the book down on his bed, and glanced at it repeatedly as he removed most of his leather flight suit. The book wasn't capable of movement on its own that he know of, but he kept looking at it anyway, again with the knowledge that he'd laugh at himself. Eventually.

Unbuckling all the layers of his leather armor took some doing, but once he'd stripped down to his leggings, he relaxed even further. It was so hot and sticky lately, that if he wasn't flying, he was sweltering. Maybe he could design something lighter in weight, or with layers to remove if it got too warm, or add, since it was more likely to be colder soon than warmer. Warm didn't last long in Berk.

After pulling on a shirt he hadn't worn in a year, since most of the time flying above Berk demanded long sleeves, he ran his fingers through his hair. He felt strange, like he wasn't wearing enough clothing because his arms were bare, even though he knew the evening air would be humid and thick for hours, and he'd spend much of the evening sitting by a fire.

Then he sat down on his bed and opened the book again. It had been awhile since he'd looked at it, since that time when he'd felt like he didn't know anything and needed to study a book he couldn't entirely understand. Well, the text was troublesome. The pictures were pretty clear.

He turned toward the pages in the back, ones he hadn't spent a lot of time with because they were mostly text, paragraphs and sweeping arrows connecting other blocks of text, all written in a strange, curling language that he hadn't been able to entirely decode, no matter how much he tried. He thought he'd figured out a word, a handful of letters, but even using those tiny clues hadn't unlocked the pages and pages of text.

The last few pages of the book were blank, with one line of text written at the top. Maybe whomever had written it expected the next owner to fill in the blank spaces with his or her own knowledge. Hiccup felt his cheeks begin to turn red at the thought. He didn't have that much to add, but he had some ideas.

With shake of his head, he picked up the book and placed it back into its box. He locked it up, and hid it beneath the surface of his desk. He was scattering his drawings across the top to make it look like he'd been working on something when one sheet of paper caught on a rough edge of the wood.

It was a sketch of Astrid's hair, her braid over her shoulder, her face turned away, looking to the horizon. He'd drawn it ages ago, sometime the previous winter, one night when he'd been up late, unable to sleep, and unable to stop thinking about her. As it had in the past, drawing the things that were stuck in his mind made those images stop tormenting him, so he'd sketched for a few hours by the light of a small stub of a candle.

But he hadn't burned this sketch like he had with so many others, the sketches he didn't want anyone to see. That was strange. Why hadn't he? He looked at the image closely, both evaluating the accuracy of his drawing and whether he needed to burn it. Maybe he could keep it, if he hid it well enough. It would cause some questions if someone, like his father or Gobber, found a sketch of Astrid among the things on his desk, but it would be even worse if those questioning knew that he was trying to preserve a moment so intimate and quiet, he wasn't always sure it had actually happened. Only he knew that he was drawing Astrid without her shoulder armor, capturing her a moment after she'd finished combing and braiding her hair late one afternoon as she sat with him at the hot springs. That her shirt had fallen off one shoulder, and her skin was bare, the light sliding over it before he'd traced the contour with his fingertips.

Hiccup lifted the top of his desk one more time, then slid the sketch underneath so it rested on top of the metal box hidden inside. He could probably keep it. For now.

...

Hiccup could hear Snotlout and Tuffnut from the steps of his house as he made his way to the bonfire tower. He was relieved, but not entirely looking forward to Tuffnut's continued discussion of his Book of Not Dragons. It might have been the same book, or perhaps not, but Tuffnut would want to talk about it about as much has Hiccup would want to not discuss it at all.

Hiccup made his way down the steps and into one of the plazas, waving to villagers heading home, or walking to Meade Hall for a drink, or a song, or both. He wasn't moving quickly, and didn't need to get to the bonfire tower immediately, so he had time to think, and to savor no longer being anxious.

Of all of them, Fishlegs had been first to hear The Talk. This was before everything, before the battle, before they'd come together at dragon killing school, before Hiccup had really befriended any of the others. Fishlegs had come to the forge on an errand for his mother, looking like the world had spun sideways beneath him, muttering and pale, so distracted he'd nearly taken his arm off when he backed into a sword Gobber had leaned against the wall.

It wasn't until a year or so later, late one evening after another dragon training session with Gobber that had nearly gotten them all killed, that Snotlout brought up the subject, probably to brag or embarrass someone, or both. He'd had gotten The Talk from his father around the same time as Fishlegs, but from the way Snotlout boasted of it, it seemed that the contents were widely different between the Jorgensen and Ingermann households. Fishlegs had argued with Snotlcut, and seemed to know a lot about women, probably because his mother had told him what she thought he needed to know. Snotlout, however, had boasted about… things that still didn't make sense. Hiccup figured that Snotlout had listened to his father about as well as he listened to anyone else. Either that or there was a good reason, or several good reasons, why Spitelout was still single.

The twins, Hiccup had no idea, but he was better off not asking.

Ever.

Every teen in Berk knew The Talk was coming, one way or another. It was one of the only times Hiccup had looked forward to a conversation with his father.

Hiccup smiled to himself as he made his way past the forge through the village. It had been one of the most awful, awkward moments of his life, and he had no shortage of similar moments to compare it to. He and his father had not yet learned how to talk to each other, not that they were consistently good at it now, and Hiccup had had no idea how to approach him. He didn't go out of his way to talk to his dad back then.

For most of a month, maybe more, Hiccup had waited for his father to sit down across from him with one of his deep voiced, "Son. We need to talk," invitations, probably in front of the fire.

But it never happened. Hiccup waited across from his father's chair, adding wood to the fire pit, sketching and plotting weaponry for the next dragon attack. He'd designed various kinds of bolas, then crossbows, and, during one long night, the device that had eventually taken down Toothless. Night after night, he sat, filled with equal portions of anticipation and dread at the possibility of his father's footsteps at their door.

When it finally did happen, Stoick chose a perfectly terrible moment. There'd been a dragon attack, and an entire group of houses had burned to the ground. Hiccup had inadvertently made the fire worse, though it had been a complete accident since he'd been trying to trap a dragon, not cause it to belch a wave of liquid fire onto the remaining houses that weren't burning.

Stoick was furious and frustrated, Hiccup was embarrassed and angry, so why Stoick thought that was the right time, Hiccup would never know. But Stoick had stood across from him, covered with soot and ash, flexing his arms and trying to tell Hiccup how sex happened.

The thing was, Hiccup had already learned the basics from overhearing other people. Vikings weren't modest — at least, many of those in Berk weren't, but when it came to actual information, half of what he overheard seemed impossible. And kind of stupid.

So he'd done a lot of thinking while he'd waited, and he had a lot of questions, but when the time came, he never got to ask them. Hiccup didn't know why Stoick couldn't talk with him, but he knew that everything his father said made him more confused, not less. Stoick had started more sentences than he'd finished. He'd picked up axes, gestured with them, then put them down. It was all war metaphors, campaigns and strategy and something about Nadder quills and….

Hiccup shook his head, thinking of it now with more amusement than confusion. His father could rip the head off a Gronkle, and battle an angry Monstrous Nightmare with his bare hands. Those weren't skills he used anymore, thank the Gods, but Hiccup had never known his father to back away from anything, to choose silence and avoidance rather than a full-speed-ahead charge.

But that's what Stoick had done, and Hiccup, out of mercy for his father and himself, had allowed it.

"It's ok, Dad. I get it."

"Ye do?" A look of such relief had crossed over Stoick's face. "Ye do. Aye. Good talk, then."

Hiccup had shaken his head in reply, but Stoick had been heading for the door and hadn't seen.

Hiccup had gone to bed that night utterly baffled by what his father had tried to tell him, and stayed up late, trying to match what he'd overheard with the random assemblies of words his father had spoken. Nothing fit, or made sense.

Hiccup understood now, more than he had then, that his father was better at plans of attack than at using words. Stoick fought his way through problems, instead of talking his way around them. It was one of the very basic ways in which they were different. At first, he'd been angry at his father for not being able to explain, for not making sense the one time Hiccup had wanted to hear everything he had to say. It wasn't like he _needed_ the information. No one in the village took him seriously, let alone showed interest in him. But he still wanted to know, and had felt frustrated and left out that there was knowledge he was supposed to have, but didn't.

Then, late one night that same week, Hiccup woke in the darkness to the sound of Gobber and Stoick talking by the fire below. This happened pretty regularly, since neither man had what could be called a quiet voice. Normally Hiccup would have gone back to sleep, but the growing anger in Gobber's voice had woken him further.

Gobber was lecturing Stoick.

Hiccup had nearly fallen off the bed trying to lean closer to hear every word. Once he'd realized what was going on, there was no way he was going to miss that conversation.

"He needs to..get on as himself, too, Stoick. Not just as chief."

"I know that, Gobber. Don't remind me." Stoick usually sounded grumpy, but that night, his voice had been soaked in despair, a dark, miserable tone that Hiccup had never heard from him before. "Valka would have smacked me for waiting this long, and for doing a poor job of it."

Hiccup could not have been more shocked. Stoick rarely if ever mentioned his mother.

Goober sounded surprised as well, and cleared his throat before speaking. "Even so, Stoick, just because you've been the chief and… _only_the chief for this long doesn't mean Hiccup will do the same."

Stoick hadn't answered, and Hiccup hadn't been fully sure what Gobber meant until, after a heavy silence, he spoke again.

"I know you don't plan to marry again-"

"No, I don't." Stoick's tone had been clipped, every letter pronounced, a sure sign he was about to lose his temper.

Gobber's voice was equally sharp, and full of disdain. "But if you don't fix this, if you don't figure out a way to explain… he needs to know. And you're failing him, Stoick."

Hiccup had never heard Gobber speak to Stoick so bluntly, nor tell him he wasn't being a good father. The legs of his father's chair had screamed against the floor as Stoick stood up abruptly, prompting Gobber to shush him.

The silence that filled the house had been equally dangerous. Only the intermittent cracking of the fire and the subtle creak of Stoick's leather armbands reached Hiccup's ears. Hiccup knew that noise. Stoick was flexing his arms against the confinement of the leather - something he did when he was furious enough to punch something, or someone. What Gobber had said made Stoick so angry, Hiccup was honestly afraid for him.

The ominous quiet continued. Hiccup wondered if his dad had mastered silent methods of killing people.

"That's not the life you want for him," Gobber continued, still alive, though the anger had gone out of his voice. Hiccup blew out a breath, as quietly as possible. "But if you try another big talk, you'll scare him off entirely. Do ye… do ye want me to speak to him?"

"Ach, no, that seems…."

"Bad idea, I agree. But Stoick, you have to-"

"Prepare him. I know, I know." Stoick still sounded angry, but his anger was less volatile. Where his words had been swift and knife-sharp before, now they were almost puddles of misery.

After that, Hiccup heard Stoick and Gobber cross the room and leave the house, their voices fading as they walked together down the hillside.

The following morning at the forge, Gobber had been extra talkative, which for Gobber was saying a _lot_. He'd demonstrated a lot of the forge tools that day, especially anything spiked or pointed. He'd been waving things around, things Hiccup already knew how to use when working with metal, and….

Hiccup shuddered as he neared the stairs leading up to the bonfire platform. He didn't like to think about that afternoon. It was like a bad dream he did not want to remember.

"Hiccup!"

He turned. Astrid was running down the path toward him, a smile growing across her face.

His heart stopped for a moment. Her hood and shoulder armor were gone. She was wearing a blue shirt with arm gauntlets, but her shirt had no sleeves. Her hair was in a loose braid falling over her shoulder, and for a moment, she looked as she had that afternoon at the springs, and when he'd sketched her months later.

The sun wouldn't go down completely for a few weeks, and evening still looked like mid-day, but the light was gold and silver in her hair, and he stopped to wait, watching her run toward him with joy.


	5. Chapter 5

Astrid greeted Hiccup with a laughing kiss, one that she intended to be short, but once her lips met his, and she caught the elusive scent of the forge woodsmoke, the sun, the sky, and everything else, her body recognize his and she didn't want it to end.

He'd caught her in his arms as she'd run toward him, and her hands pressed against his chest. When her fingertips moved over his shoulders and felt wool and not leather, she pulled back suddenly.

"Where's your flight armor?"

Hiccup blinked at her for a moment. She grinned, feeling pleased with herself. It wasn't often she could make Hiccup forget how to talk. A lot of the time, kissing him was a pause in their conversation, a moment between words. Sometimes it was punctuation, or a farewell. But sometimes, not as often, Hiccup would look dazed, as if he had to remember what he was saying, or what words were. She savored those times, wanted more of them, and thought about them more frequently than she liked to admit.

Sometimes, she felt unmoored, too.

"Uh, in the- I… at home." Hiccup rubbed his hand across his forehead, then pushed back his hair. "It's too warm to wear armor."

She took his hand and went up the stairs alongside him, allowing him to set their pace. "I had to take off a few layers before coming down, too. It's so warm, and there's hardly any breeze, even up here. It's weird."

"It is weird!" Tuffnut greeted them at the top, a spear in each hand, with a fish impaled on top. "I agree!"

Astrid greeted the others, watching the fire throw light and shadow over everyone. Well, not everyone. She was watching Hiccup.

He looked so different. And yet familiar.

Hiccup had grabbed two sticks of wood, and was honing a point on each one with his knife. He'd picked out two fish, one for each of them, and was talking to Fishlegs while his knife flashed over the edge of the wood, sharpening it so it would hold their dinner. Astrid couldn't hear what they were saying, but she looked over at them as if she were listening.

Really, she was studying. Hiccup had taken to wearing his leather flight armor nearly all the time, and she rarely saw him without it. He did frequent patrols as part of his daily routine, and he flew to check on the fishing fleet if they stayed out later than expected. He never needed to be asked twice to fly somewhere, so he just wore it all the time. It looked great on him - she wasn't complaining. She'd helped him design and fit the different pieces, too, modeling some of it on her own, though her shoulder armor was spiked metal and his was a more aerodynamic pair of leather cuffs.

Seeing him in his flight leather was normal. Seeing him in a short sleeved green wool shirt and dark brown leggings, he looked….

She frowned slightly, watching the muscles of his forearm flex and twist as he finished with his knife.

He looked younger.

He looked like he had when they were first learning to fly, and he wore a vest and shirt all the time, before he'd made himself better clothing for soaring high and fast in the cold air. After his clothing had frozen enough times, he'd started building his flight armor piece by piece, altering it as he grew.

He was taller now, taller than she was and had been for awhile, but he wasn't as thin as he had been years before, as…breakable as he'd looked when he was younger. When they'd started dragon training with Gobber, she'd figured he'd be killed after two sessions, maybe three. He was smart, but he was fragile.

Now, a lot of things about Hiccup were different. She hadn't realized how much he'd changed. He had lean curves of muscle on his forearms, and when he wiped his knife on the sleeve of his shirt, she saw how the fabric was stretched across his shoulders and his back, the way the strengthened curves of his back were visible beneath the thin wool. The shirt must be an old one, because the fabric was worn and resewn on the side that she could see. And his leggings were older, or so she thought. They were rather tight, too.

She didn't usually see so… much of him, unless she was spying on him at the hot springs, which she hadn't done in awhile.

Astrid swallowed and looked away.

She didn't want anyone to guess what she was thinking about, so she turned to Ruffnut, who was sitting next to her, frowning into the fire. Ruffnut looked miserable.

"What's wrong?"

"Brothers. You know?"

Astrid didn't know, but she nodded. Astrid only spent a few hours a day with Tuffnut and barely managed not to kill him.

"What happened now?"

"He's taken my book."

Tuffnut overheard and faced his sister. "It's my book and you know it, missy. Don't pretend it's yours. It's not your Not Dragons, it's my Not Dragons."

There were sounds of groaning and exasperation from everyone aside from the twins, including Hiccup as he took a seat on Astrid's other side. He handed her a spear, and she moved her fish over the fire, allowing Hiccup to patiently adjust her grip, making sure her food wasn't too close to the heat. Essentially he cooked both their dinners when they were at a bonfire together, but always under the guise of helping her with her own. He said it was easier than trying to find a single fish large enough for them both, since she'd steal food off his plate if it looked better than her meal, which it always did.

She had no idea who had taught Hiccup to cook. Stoick never cooked anything as far as she knew, but Hiccup knew how to use seasonings, if they had any, and like Fishlegs he could make sure a piece of chicken or fish would cook through so that every part, even the skin, was delicious. She'd been sitting next to Hiccup at bonfires for ages now, and she hadn't figured out how he did it. Of course, she'd lived with her Aunt Sigrid her entire life and still couldn't manage a single family recipe.

Hiccup leaned closer and moved her spear through her fingertips, extending it over the white hot part of the blaze, which Tuffnut was attending to, as usual. Tuffnut was significantly overqualified at setting things on fire and keeping them that way.

Snotlout rolled his eyes. "Could you please not talk about Not Dragons?"

Astrid was watching Hiccup's hands over her own, feeling the subtle rasp of the callouses on his fingers, looking at a reddish burn on his wrist from weeks ago that was still healing. He moved slowly, carefully, looking at the fish she was cooking as well as his own. Even though he was only trying to make sure her meal didn't burn, the feeling of his hands on hers made it feel like hot sparks from the bonfire were flying up her arms and filling her body.

She shifted, and he looked at her, a questioning look on his face. She grinned at him, and there might have been something inside her smile that betrayed her thoughts, because his eyes dropped to her lips for a bare moment before he looked at her eyes again and smiled back.

Tuffnut spun toward Snotlout. "No way, my fine fellow. I am a scholar of the Book of Not Dragons, and must share my knowledge."

"Oh, Gods," Hiccup said under his breath.

Snotlout sneered at Tuffnut. "Nothing that you have said, at all, about anything from this Book of Not Dragons has made any sense. So stop already, or start making sense."

"It made sense to me," Fishlegs said, looking unhappy about it.

"Yeah, but you grew up in a house full of women, Fishlegs," Snotlout said with disdain.

"Hey," Astrid said, her eyes narrowing. "What's wrong with that?"

Snotlout had just enough self awareness to start backing up over his own words. "Nothing, nothing, nothing at all."

Astrid sat back, glaring at Snotlout, who refused to look at her - which was not surprising. No one wanted to tangle with Astrid, or her family. Her mother was ferocious in battle, as vicious and skilled as Astrid herself. Her Aunt Sigrid was one of the best cooks and herbalists in Berk, capable of curing someone of an illness or, if crossed, able to give the strongest men such abdominal distress he'd beg for immediate death. Astrid had seen it done to a man who had insulted Gothi, her great aunt, within Sigrid's hearing. It had not been pretty. Not to mention both Gothi herself, and her late sister, Mornen, were intimidating and scary in their own right. Even Stoick, Hiccup had told her, warned him long ago not to anger Astrid's family: "Like Valkyries, they are, and twice as deadly."

Astrid didn't mind thinking of herself as a valkyrie, though she'd rather not die in battle if she could avoid it.

Hiccup's hand covered hers again, turning the fish over so the skin on the other side would crisp and begin to crack. She allowed her gaze to move from his fingers to his arm, studying the freckles and subtle curves of his muscles, before she was distracted by Ruffnut sitting up straight beside her.

"Tuffnut, would you shut up already?"

"No, sister mine. I will not. The Book of Not Dragons is my destiny! My other, other destiny!"

"Ok, Tuff," Hiccup said, a wry, curling edge in his voice that usually meant he was up to something. "Tell us, scholar of the Book of Not Dragons. What have you learned?"

Instantly, Tuff looked shrewd and suspicious, and he looked from Ruffnut to Astrid and back to Ruffnut, who was looking at him with an evil smile on her face.

"Yeah, great scholar," she said, leaning back and slowly pulling her dinner off the end of her cooking spear. "Tell us all about it."

Tuffnut brandished his spears, each still equipped with fish on one end, and stood back from the fire, arms out. "You dare challenge me to reveal the secrets of the Not Dragons?"

"Pretty much," Hiccup replied.

"You are not a scholar of Not Dragons!"

"Give it up, Tuffnut," Ruffnut said around a mouthful of chicken. "You don't actually know anything."

"Ha, dear sister. You know nothing of my experiments! My passion for science!"

"Yeah, I do. You talk in your sleep."

"And that's where we can change the subject," Astrid said, rolling her eyes.

Snotlout wasn't prepared to let it go. "You don't actually know anything. Not anything useful, that is." He stood up, wiping bits of food off his shirt and headed for the stairs, carrying his drink in his usual oversized, unnecessarily huge mug. "I'm leaving to go find some real action."

"If only you knew how wrong you were," Fishlegs said in a voice that, for Fishlegs, was surprisingly snide.

"Hey! What are you talking about, Fishface?" Snotlout spun around angrily, forgetting he had a full tankard in his hand, and threw mead all over Hiccup.

"Ugh, Snotlout!" Hiccup handed his cooking spear to Astrid and tried to wipe off the tide that covered his shirt.

Snotlout barely glanced at him. "Oh, you're fine. Mead makes everyone smell better."

"Well, that explains a lot," Astrid said, trying to help Hiccup while also trying not to lose their dinner in the fire.

Fishlegs refused to elaborate, no matter how much Snotlout threatened him. Having lost most of his drink, Snotlout was easily persuaded to go find more, and to go find it somewhere else. Snotlout dismissed them all with a wave and made his way down the stairs, his steps heavy and uneven.

"Ugh," Hiccup said again, and pulled his shirt off, balling it up in one hand and blotting the sticky mead off his skin. Astrid tried as much as possible to keep her expression neutral, but she had a strong suspicion she failed on that attempt. There were freckles. And muscles, rippled with shadows in the firelight. And hair. On his stomach, moving down toward- she had to look away. Even if the mead smell was a bit much, he looked delicious.

"I'll be right back," he said, glancing up at her. "Going to get another shirt."

In that moment, Astrid had a good idea how Hiccup felt when she kissed him and he forgot how to use words. She couldn't have spoken coherently if someone had held an axe to her head. She swallowed hard again and nodded.

"Don't hold the fish too close to the fire."

Fire. Dinner, right. She looked at the fish, clenching her jaw and forcing herself to stop being distracted. It was silly to be so….

Then Hiccup stood, and Astrid caught a glimpse of the dimples at the small of his back. He shifted his weight, maybe adjusting the fit of his prosthetic before going down the stairs, and… she couldn't look away.

Odin's beard.

Astrid forced herself to look at the center of the fire pit, no matter how much it made her eyes ache. Astrid listened to Ruffnut teasing her brother, and hoped the heat of the bonfire and blanketing warmth of the night air were enough of a logical reason why her face was so red.


	6. Chapter 6

That night, unlike most nights on Berk, the air didn't cool. Everything was still. There was no wind, no mist off the water, no breeze filtering through the pines. It was almost like the air was tense, holding its breath, thick and silent and hot.

Hiccup had gone to bed late, but the room hadn't cooled. Toothless had barely fired any blast at all towards his bed. But while Toothless was snoring a few minutes after he curled onto his side, it took Hiccup a lot longer to fall asleep. He'd been unable to stop thinking, to stop planning.

He had made good time getting from the bonfire to his house and back after Snotlout had spilled mead all over him. But he'd forgotten until he ran up the stairs to his room and searched his clothing that didn't have all that many short-sleeved shirts. In fact, he had exactly two. One that was still reeking of mead, and another that was a bit small. It was barely long enough, but was even tighter over his shoulders than the first. He had pulled at the stitches, trying to get them to slacken a little, but it hadn't helped much. With a shrug, he'd descended the stairs and made his way back to the bonfire. It wasn't like he was doing anything important. Just eating and hanging out with everyone.

But the evening hadn't been as casual as he'd expected.

When he got back to the bonfire, to his surprise, the fish weren't burned. Astrid had moved them away from the fire enough that they were still warm, but not overcooked. He checked one with his knife, then the other, and moved them back over the heat in the center of the blaze. Tuffnut had been bragging, Ruff has been teasing him, and Fishlegs had taken the bait and was arguing with them both. But Hiccup had been distracted by Astrid, who seemed agitated.

Usually she was relaxed, cool and confident in any situation because there weren't many that she couldn't handle. But as he'd sat next to her on the bench, when he'd handed her a wooden plank with her fish after he'd deboned it, and as she ate, she'd been twitching, her breathing uneven, her posture restless, as if she were like the bonfire, crackling and shifting.

Then, long after they'd finished eating, when he'd been watching the horizon as the sky faded from peach to a soft summer-lit blue, he'd felt her staring. At him. At his chest, specifically. Her gaze had been hot and volatile, almost burning. When her attention slowly moved down his chest to his stomach, where his shirt had ridden up as he'd leaned back on the bench, he'd been unable to move. He hadn't known what to do with himself.

When Fishlegs stood to leave, Astrid had put her hand on his knee and he'd startled. But he hadn't stood up because the flat of her palm was pressing down on his leg, holding him in place.

Hiccup had never been more thankful for a plank of wood covered with fish bones in his life, and he thanked every possible god for the one covering his lap at that moment.

The twins never left a bonfire; Hiccup suspected they slept up on the bonfire platform more often than not. They showed no signs of intending to leave soon, especially since Ruffnut was daring Tuff to quote any part of the Book of Not Dragons without making a mistake. Hiccup didn't exactly want to hear that, even if he was curious what book Tuffnut had in his possession. So when he was confident that he could breathe, stand up, walk down stairs and not embarrass himself doing so, he'd looked at Astrid to see if she was ready to go.

She'd been staring at the fire, glaring at it. Her eyebrows were down, her shoulders hunched over, her lips pressed into a faint line.

Was she angry?

He'd nudged her with his arm, and nodded toward the stairs, afraid to interrupt her if she was plotting something, but she'd jumped up and said a fast good night to the twins before almost diving down the stairs.

He'd been so confused. But he followed. Cautiously.

As they usually did after a bonfire, they walked through Berk together, and eventually the hot, tense silence that had surrounded Astrid melted into the familiar warmth that had grown between them. They wandered and talked in meandering circles about nothing and everything, with no specific route or destination in mind. Just away, far enough that they'd be alone and apart from everyone. But Hiccup could never figure out how far away was enough.

It was impossible for them to fully disappear. They'd talked about it once. The dragons were a signal, a very large and visible sign that their riders were nearby, especially Toothless. If they were to fly their dragons somewhere together, it was always and immediately obvious where they were.

And even the dragons themselves were a problem sometimes. Stormfly especially. She would interfere if she didn't like what Astrid was doing, and would chase Astrid if she felt they'd been away from Berk for too long, especially if "too long" coincided with "feeding time." And lately, Stormfly had convinced Toothless to interfere, too, so flying their dragons anywhere with the goal of being alone together was like bringing two chaperones who could kill them.

They couldn't fly anywhere. They couldn't hike too far, either, because their absence would be noticed. But if they hiked to a spot that was too close, it was more likely that they'd be noticed. Or discovered. Or someone would look for them.

Every. Time.

Hiccup closed his eyes and pressed his lips together, holding in a snarl of frustration in the semi-darkness of his room, not wanting to wake Toothless.

They'd walked for longer than usual that night, heading east past the cliffs and into the pine forest. He hadn't thought to notice where they were, or how long they'd been walking.

Then Astrid had grabbed his arm, spun him around, and pressed him back against a tree, her lips meeting his a moment later. She'd decided, apparently, that they'd walked far enough, and her hands and mouth were a frenzied torment, her sudden focus making his head spin.

Her hands had slid around his waist, above the top of his leggings, and Hiccup felt his breath stutter as he thought about it again, felt her touch, the cool strength of her hands moving over his skin, over his back, around his sides to his chest. He'd barely been able to keep watching or listening for someone, anyone. One of them had to be aware and watchful, and Astrid had been determined, almost aggressive in the demands she communicated with her mouth, her fingertips, the press of her body against his.

Hiccup looked up at the strange midnight glow of midsummer though the window above his bed and shook his head.

He had to think of something else if he wanted to get back to sleep.

So he started mentally walking through Berk, plotting where they might go, where there might be a cave that hadn't been discovered or used by anyone, where to look for privacy that would allow him to relax his guard and focus, to really pay attention to what he wanted most in the world.

At some point while wandering through Berk in his imagination, Hiccup fell asleep.

He knew that he had because he woke up in a rush.

He was sweaty, his heart was racing, and he was confused… and hard.

His entire body ached with frustration. Fragments of a dream swept over his mind like cobwebs, and he tried to catch his breath while images chased one another in his mind: Astrid's hands, her mouth, his mouth, the weight of her breasts, the strength of her legs around his waist. He leaned up on one arm, caught in a mix of arousal and terror, unsure if he'd woken up because he'd dreamt of their being discovered, or if he'd woken up because he'd dreamt of what might happen if they weren't.

He looked over at Toothless, to see if the noise had disturbed him. Hiccup's heart was beating so loud, he figured it must have woken him.

But Toothless wasn't there. His bed was empty.

Hiccup glanced up at the window, but there was no sign of Toothless there either. He had probably leapt up to the roof and spread his wings to glide down to the water where it might be cooler. Their room was very warm, the usual winds from the sea still absent in the silent heat. He couldn't blame Toothless for going to sleep somewhere else.

He rolled over onto his side, trying to bring his heart and his breathing closer to normal so he could go back to sleep.

It felt as if his skin were on fire from within, every bit of him taut and sensitive. Sleep seemed impossibly far away.

When he was able to, he held his breath and listened, and heard no sounds from the chambers below. His father must still have been out, or in the great hall or by the docks, maybe. If he'd continued storytelling and drinking with the other vikings, they probably had fallen asleep in Meade Hall, or on the grass.

So the silence meant he was the only one home.

He checked again, listening to the sound of the ocean hitting the rocks, the hum of summer insects, the low call of solitary birds across the water. There was no noise or indication that Stoick was in the house, and his snores were usually loud enough to be heard two houses away, especially after a night of singing and many tankards of mead. And if Stoick was awake, it was even more impossible for him to be quiet.

Hiccup was definitely alone.

Suddenly, as if that realization had unlocked all the tempting wisps of memory he'd tried to avoid, his mind filled with a mix of images from the evening before, and other impressions, perhaps pieces of the dream he'd been having.

Astrid had kept him against the tree, trapping him between the rough bark and her curious, eager hands. She'd been a relentless tide of hot demands, her explorations of his skin, the hair on his stomach, the contours of his chest making him dizzy as she kissed him.

Fighting to keep himself partially aware of their surroundings, he had moved his hands from where they'd landed when she'd pushed him against the tree, and began to explore. Her hair was familiar, and he pushed her bangs aside to move his fingertips over her cheek and jaw, then lifted her braid, enjoying the quiet thrill he felt every time he touched her hair. She had so much it reached past her waist when it was unbound, but it was almost always confined and coiled when he saw her. Just touching her hair was unspeakably intimate, and though he'd done it before, it still made his heart feel like it was flying inside his chest.

But feeling Astrid press her body against his, her hips moving against him as they kissed, he'd wanted to discover something new, to reach and learn a piece of her he didn't already know.

Her mouth moved away from his for an instant, and he caught the flash of her blue eyes before she leaned in to kiss him again. His right hand was still beneath her braid, against the warmth of her neck, but his left hand moved to explore. His palm followed the taut curve of her side, her strength like steel beneath the softness of her skin, which he realized he hadn't touched. Slowly, he pulled her shirt loose from under her leggings, his fingertips finding then exploring the warmth of her beneath the fabric.

The way her breath caught, the flex of her fingers against his skin told him to keep going, but he noticed the way her posture changed slightly and catalogued that movement for study later. He pressed his hand more firmly against her skin as he moved over her side, using more of his strength to meet her own, and was rewarded with a low gasp, and what sounded a lot like a growl.

He'd twisted the fabric of her shirt in his hand, pulling it up as he pulled her closer, when he heard someone moving through the brush nearby. His blood had stopped and frozen in place, like he'd been dropped into the northern seas. Hiccup had grabbed her hands and slid apart from her, and she'd glared at him, about to say something when she heard the snap of a twig. She'd followed him around the copse of trees, and away from whomever it was - and Hiccup strongly suspected it was Snotlout, judging from the unsteady way the person had walked and the snorting breaths and mumbling he'd heard.

They'd taken the long way back to Berk before saying a quick, but scorching goodnight. Astrid had barely spoken to him, and he'd wondered if she was angry at him, too, but he hadn't had a chance to ask. She'd run off toward her house, and he'd wandered up the hill towards his home, his thoughts a muddle of questions and ideas. Before he'd heard someone, before he'd remembered that he had to listen, to remain half aware of their surroundings….

Hiccup rolled over onto his back in the silence of his room, his right arm over his eyes, and allowed himself to reach beneath the band of his leggings. He clenched his teeth and tried to breathe normally, but his imagination threw his body into a blissful, jagged torment.

He couldn't stop thinking about her hands, moving over his chest, feeling his skin in deliberate, burning sections, her fingers running over his biceps, following each muscle as she pushed his shirt higher. Her touch had turned his mind into a hot wave of scent and touch.

And he had discovered, and rediscovered, the scent of her hair, the softness of her skin. The core of steel and strength within her warmed and bent toward him, turning her almost liquid beneath his hands. He kissed her and it was wanting and desire and clarity, pressing him forward, pulling her closer to fit against the length of his body, so more of him could learn more of her.

Hiccup gasped quietly in the dark room, his concentration focusing on what he had done, what her reaction had been, what movement had made her gasp, or writhe, or move closer to him. He wanted to know how her body worked, what its secrets were, because it seemed like she already knew all of his. One sweep of her hand across his back, or over his chest, and he struggled to think in rational order. He had to know if he made her feel the same way, if he affected her the way she affected him, and if he didn't, how he could learn the way toward madness for them both.

He thought over her reactions, her movements, the sounds and whispers he'd heard, the moments he could remember before the hot rush of pleasure overwhelmed him, trying to figure out the puzzle while enjoying the overwhelming sensation that accompanied the knowledge that she was so close to him. He didn't have to reach far to touch her, and every inch of her that he discovered yielded more questions, more demands.

He felt his muscles tense and relax, then tense again, knowing he was close, trying to draw out the last few pieces of memory and hazy dream. He mouthed he sound of her name, and suddenly wondered if perhaps she were awake, too.

If she was unable to sleep, alone and burning in the darkness, like he was.

If her hands were moving below her blanket, her eyes closed, her head back.

The idea that she was with him again now arched his back, and he fell over the edge into orgasm, relentless searing pleasure crashing over him. His heartbeat held a thunderous echo until his breathing finally slowed from ragged gasps to soft and even peace.


	7. Chapter 7

Astrid was, in fact, awake, alone in the close and torturous darkness of her room, thinking about Hiccup.

It was one thing to be told about sex, she thought as she glared at the beams that held up the roof above her head. It was another thing entirely to experience desire. Desire was like a Monstrous Nightmare living under the skin, slowly setting itself on fire within every part of her body. It was exhausting, and frustrating, and constantly bothersome.

She didn't like the distraction, the lack of control, the way she couldn't keep her thoughts in line. It was uncomfortable sometimes. And dangerous. And so… _frustrating_.

Because she wanted more.

Being told about kissing or arousal or about the mechanics of sex, first by her mother, and then later by her aunt, who supplemented her knowledge one night after her mother left the house, none of that came close to the actual experience of it.

Her mother had given her a very thorough explanation, too. She'd hidden nothing from Astrid, explaining the physical consequences, the possibilities, the remedies, and then, when Astrid was pretty sure she'd heard everything, her mother had explained the pleasures, too.

Sigrid had not been home that night so many years ago, but when she learned that Astrid had received The Talk, she was determined to make sure her sister hadn't left anything out. She'd added still more information and slightly confusing ideas to Astrid's growing store of unwanted knowledge.

For so long after she'd received The Talk, she'd refused to think about anything she'd learned. That she'd want to be with someone… like _that_, that she'd experience any of the things they'd told her about? Ridiculous.

She believed that what they said was true; it wasn't like she didn't know that people snuck off on long dark nights, or took the long route home from the hot springs.

But she had no interest. None. Even the idea of kissing anyone was revolting.

Some, like Snotlout, had tried to, and she'd made sure it never happened again. The idea of it - _ugh_.

There was no one on Berk she had wanted to kiss.

Well, she thought to herself, propping her head on her arms to look out her window, that wasn't entirely true.

She hadn't _considered_ kissing anyone. Not even Hiccup. He was the only viking who she had been curious about. But Hiccup had never gone near her. Unlike Snotlout, who probably still had a scar where she'd kicked him off a cliff edge, and another where she hit him with her axe. Hiccup may have looked at her, but he would never approach her the way the others did.

She liked that about him, if she was telling the truth - and it was dark and stifling hot in her room so she couldn't bother lying to herself for entertainment purposes. She liked that he noticed her, but refused to treat her any differently. He never acted as if she were something to be won and hung up on the wall, or an object to covet and brag about.

Astrid scowled into the darkness, frustration brimming within her thoughts, and her veins. It had probably been Snotlout in the woods earlier, interrupting them. She hoped Snotlout's scar still ached.

She caught sight of a dragon flying across the sky outside her window, just a flash of a tail, maybe a Nadder or a Nightmare. It made her smile, the simmering inside her slowly dissolving into something other than twisted irritation.

After flying on a dragon, and many other slow changes, she'd realized that kissing didn't seem so disgusting. She'd even kissed Hiccup full on the mouth in front of his father, and half of the village besides.

Kissing, she'd learned, wasn't so bad.

In fact, it was easy. It was a language she understood, and learned to speak, like battle tactics or attack formations.

It certainly wasn't a waste of time, either. She'd learned that, too. Now she understood what her aunt had been talking about, what her mother had explained so thoroughly.

Kissing … kissing Hiccup was wonderful. His mouth, that spot on his shoulder, the curve of his neck, behind his ear.

There were different kinds, different ways, different… reactions. Variations in sound, and in the strength and frequency of responses. She wanted to experience all of them.

And she'd learned that there were kisses that transformed from one moment to the next, created by the changing heat between them, so different from one another she'd thought about writing them down, except having her notes discovered by anyone would have caused her to die of embarrassment.

There were kisses with force, like a surprise attack, though she didn't intend to hurt him. There were kisses that cut through tension like an axe through a fallen tree, that divided a moment into a quiet before, and an incendiary after. Then she learned how to sneak up on him, to move slowly, to kiss him gently and knock him sideways with one quiet breath.

Kissing was a conversation in and of itself, but also, now, it was the first part of a larger possibility, one she wanted to explore.

Now everything she had once thought revolting was what she wanted most.

And so kissing wasn't enough anymore.

After seeing him in the light of the bonfire, when his shirt had been covering so little it had seemed like nothing at all, she'd been unable to think of anything else. There were muscles and shadows on his skin, and she wanted to find them for herself, learn their texture and how he reacted when she touched them.

Astrid rolled onto her side with a sharp exhale, frowning. Why had tonight been different?

She knew she was attracted to Hiccup, and she knew for certain he was attracted to her. How could a shirt, a warm night, and a bonfire make her so uncomfortable? That extra heat and powerful curiosity had left her restless and aching, and, even now, hours later, wide awake.

As much as she didn't like not being in control, desire was like anticipation of a battle, a sparring match against a worthy, even dangerous opponent. Between them, desire shifted, familiar in one second, and entirely unknown in another. And either way, she liked it. She wanted more of the fire that flared beneath her skin when she noticed something new about him, something she wanted to explore, and touch, and taste.

He didn't seem to mind any approach, but she noticed the difference in his response. He responded in kind, meeting her with the same degree of force she used.

She studied him, like he studied dragons.

Did he study her? He seemed to.

When he paid attention to her, it was intoxicating.

So why did he hesitate around her? Why did he pull away?

Why was it that whenever they found time alone, which was not often, he was guarded, cautious and tense, holding a portion of himself, of his attention, away from her?

She wanted more.

Didn't he?

She rolled over and gave up on sleeping any time soon. She wanted more of everything, and was worried and anxious.

Because what if he didn't?

She thought about the tree, the way she'd pushed him against it and had thought briefly of tying him up against the trunk so he couldn't get away. But she'd want him to have use of his hands. His hands were as calculating and deliberate as he was, but determined - forceful, even - when he'd memorized a route he wanted to take.

She didn't want total control, really. She didn't want to immobilize him.

She wanted his complete focus to be on her, on where they were, and not half listening and paying attention to something else.

Astrid tried to think of the last time they'd been alone, and she'd been lit on fire by the intensity of his attention. It had been awhile. That was one reason she was so angry that they'd been interrupted. It wasn't often they had a significant amount of time alone, and was rarer still that Hiccup could focus on her, and only her, for more than a moment or two.

The last time she could think of was at least a month prior, maybe more. She'd gone looking for him in the forge on a stormy afternoon. The rain had fallen in intermittent sheets, drenching everyone and everything, then pausing as if for breath before releasing a deluge again. Everyone had found a reason to be inside, but Astrid had soon grown tired of the walls of her room, then the walls of her house. She'd chipped her knife and wanted to repair it, so she ran to the forge when the storm had paused its uneven roar.

The repair wasn't urgent, but she'd wanted to see Hiccup. That had been …somewhat urgent. More fun that sitting and waiting for the lightning to stop so she could do the rest of her chores and take Stormfly out to patrol.

He'd been in his workshop, the lightning from the storm the only illumination in the room as the skies grew more and more dark. More rain, wrapped within thunder and furious winds, was imminent, a dark wall she could see blowing in from the ocean, and it had felt like a piece of the storm was inside her body, too, as she ran towards the door.

Astrid slowly arched her back against her bed and stretched as she tried to remember why exactly she'd gone looking for Hiccup that afternoon, knowing her knife had been an excuse. Had he said something? Done something?

Worn a shirt the wrong way, she thought with a tiny laugh, in a size too small? She couldn't recall.

But she remembered finding him, deep in thought in his workroom, bent forward over the table, sketching something close up, his charcoal flying over the page. The skies had opened and a torrent of rain had nearly drowned out the thunder as water pelted the roof, breaking through the seams to land with a hiss on the forge fire.

The sound had broken his attention on his work, and he'd stood up. But when he saw her in the doorway, just as he'd been about to greet her, lightning had hit the ground close by, sending a blast of sound and light through the forge, followed by an acrid, burning smell that reminded her of dragon fire.

His reaction time in any situation was nearly as good as hers, and that moment was no exception. He'd pulled her into the room, away from the window, and pushed into the far interior corner of his workshop.

He'd grabbed a wooden bench, and placed it in front of him, pulling off his prosthetic and tossing it across the room. Then he'd unlaced her shoulder armor and pulled it off, his determined, forceful movements gentle only when he lifted her braid, which was heavy and wet, to make sure he didn't pull her hair.

Her armor had joined his prosthetic, and he'd leaned his leg on the bench as he looked at her, then ran his hands over her body.

"Your skirt. Metal there, too," he'd muttered, his eyebrows down, his expression familiar in its focus and intensity, but entirely new to her. She'd seen his face like that when he was training a new dragon, when he was puzzled and entirely consumed by figuring out a particularly challenging problem. Now that intensity was hers, utterly hers.

He'd removed her overskirt, untying the laces behind her within moments, then placed it on the ground behind them. He'd begun checking her body for metal, his hands brisk and his attention so concentrated on her, she was barely able to stand upright.

"Hiccup…"

He'd glanced up at her eyes. "That was too close. The lightning." Then his hands had found her knives, in the holsters crossed at her back, and he'd leaned toward her to remove them.

Their gazes had caught in a taut connection, and her breath kept the barest rhythm as he leaned closer. He removed the knives carefully, setting them on the table beside him.

Another bolt of lightning hit the ground outside, and he pressed her back against the wooden wall behind her, his body covering hers, his eyes closed, desire and fear mixed in his expression.

When the thunder followed a scant second later, the rain intensifying though she had no idea how that was possible, he'd lifted his head, his mouth a breath away from hers.

"Are you carrying any other metal I should know about?"

She'd moistened her lips, and his attention focused on the tip of her tongue before returning to her eyes. "No." She'd slid her palms across his stomach, fingers wide, seeking more contact, grabbing his shirt and pulling him closer.

He'd shifted his weight slightly. Without the spiked metal of her skirt, she could feel so much more of him, especially since he was pressing her against the wall, protecting her body with his own, which perhaps should have bothered her but didn't. Because she could feel how hot, how tense and close and…firm he was.

"Isn't there metal in your hair?"

Astrid smiled at the memory in the darkness of her room, her eyes closed, pleasure like sparks filling her body. He'd looked so angry when she'd shaken her head in confusion, and then he'd pushed her bangs aside.

"My kransen," she'd replied, realizing what he'd meant. It had metal studs embedded within it, but they were very small. It was supposed to be symbolic, she'd thought to herself. It held her hair down more than it served any other purpose. But Hiccup had refused to touch it, or remove it from her hair. And suddenly she'd wanted to toss it across the room, to feel his hands in her hair, pushing it away and loosening her braid, his fingertips moving over her skin to unwind every part of her, more than she'd wanted anything.

They'd stood, staring at each other for a moment, Hiccup leaning slightly on the bench beside him, Astrid tucked into the corner of the room, his body a fraction of space away from hers, the only boundary confining her that she could have easily moved.

Another crash of thunder had filled the space around them, and then another. Lighting flashed across the sky, but none hit the ground with the same frightening pressure and scent.

Astrid had held on to Hiccup's shirt, pulling him closer, as he pushed her wet hair away from her face. She could see that he was half-focused on the storm, measuring the space between the flashes, listening to the roar of water on the roof above their heads.

Most of the time, Hiccup thought about several things at once, his focus so powerful but so often divided. That moment when he'd been intent on her safety, on removing anything he considered a danger in the storm, she wanted to revel in it, fill the hot springs with his intensity and dive in it for hours. She wanted that scorching moment of his full attention again, wanted to stretch it out so that he forgot everything else.

She'd had it again for a handful of minutes when she'd pushed him against a tree. Or she thought she had - until whoever it was, and she was betting Snotlout, messed things up.

How could she recreate that focus? Why was it so difficult for him to relax? Whether it was the forge during a storm or against a tree after a bonfire, he never let himself go.

If she could keep all distractions away, if she could find a place where they wouldn't be found, but not so far away that they wouldn't be missed….

The idea, the possibilities of what might happen, what she might be able to do filled her mind, and she stayed awake plotting and scheming. Her ideas eventually followed her into sleep, and she dreamed of paths, of trees and rainstorms, and of his touch, like lightning against her skin.


	8. Chapter 8

The next day, which was hardly distinguishable from the previous day since the sun never left the sky, Astrid was high above the sea, flying in a slow circular pattern above the docks. The heat hadn't abated. If anything it was worse, with a sticky density in the air that clung to her skin.

She hadn't slept well, or enough, and she knew she was cranky. Stormfly kept jostling her, trying to cheer her up, but Astrid's furious mood was as stuck to her as the humidity. She'd had irritating dreams, scorching images mixed with frustration, and her room had been as overheated as she was when she woke up.

Her day had only gotten worse once she got out of bed. Sigrid was in a mood, and got angry at Astrid when she burned part of breakfast because she'd been scowling at the wall instead of watching the pot by the fire. Her mother was irritable because all their chores were impossible to do in the heat, and the animals weren't cooperating either. All of them wanted to hide in the shade and sleep, and refused to consider any other options.

Astrid had escaped shortly after breakfast, and had flown with Stormfly on a fast morning patrol just to avoid everyone. She'd overdressed, so after less than an hour she'd tossed her shoulder armor and skirt down into a tree near her home so she could retrieve them later. But it hadn't been enough. As she'd flown over Berk, carrying messages and helping the fleet of fishermen who sailed in with their haul, it had grown so hot that she'd removed one layer after another. It was mid-afternoon, and she was still too warm. At this point, she'd either have to strip down and fly in the nude, or dive into the ocean below. The air was so thick and still that flying through it did nothing.

Fortunately for everyone in Berk, Stoick declared it too hot for anyone to do any work, and had sent the village down to the docks to swim. This was a rare event, in part because it was usually too cold for swimming in the ocean waters. Falling into the sea was a lethal emergency. The vikings in Berk had the coves, and the hot springs, but rarely went in the ocean.

That afternoon, with so many in days a row of unusual warmth and nonstop sun, the water wasn't as cold, and the air was so hot, the chill was more than welcome. Once the village got into the idea of swimming, families brought food and drinks down on long tables, and viking ingenuity transformed the fishing ships into giant rope swings. People were taking turns climbing the mast, grabbing a rope, and swinging out over the water, challenging each other to make the biggest splash. For most of them, Astrid thought as she watched them leap into the water one by one, a large splash was not a problem.

She flew in slow circles overhead, watching for anyone who was having trouble swimming, or was too cold to safely make their way back to the docks. Stoick stood on a higher platform, doing the same thing. But as more people leaped into the water with yells of excitement followed by immediate yells of horror or relief, Astrid realized she needed another person or two up in the air with her.

She was about to fly over to the Academy when she saw movement on the cliffs above Meade Hall. Tuffnut and Hiccup emerged from the woods, both shirtless and carrying wooden staves, so sweaty that she could see the sunlight gleaming off both of them from her position high in the air.

It made her furious.

Well, Tuffnut she didn't really care about either way.

But it just wasn't fair. Hiccup was sweaty, his skin glistening, moisture covering his chest. His face was red, and his smile was wide and relaxed. It was the hottest thing Astrid had ever seen.

She watched as they made their way down to the plaza in front of Meade Hall, and could tell from their movements and posture that they were surprised no one was around. Hiccup in particular looked alarmed.

She flew over to them, and tried to tell herself to unclench her jaw, but it wasn't working.

"Stoick told everyone to go down to the docks and jump in the ocean," she yelled down to them.

Hiccup gaped at her. "He did _what_?"

"Excellent!" Tuffnut tapped Hiccup on the shoulder. "Let's go! We can jump in."

"Actually, I need some help," Astrid said, glaring at Tuffnut. He didn't notice.

"What's up? Other than you, I mean," Tuffnut answered, shading his eyes from the sun.

"I'm flying over the swimmers, but there's a lot of people in the water, and it'd be safer if we had more lookouts."

"No problem!" Tuffnut called up to her before Hiccup could reply. "Barf and Belch make great lookouts. They have four eyes. Or two sets of eyes. Well, one of their eyes is usually looking at the other one - the other dragon, not the other eye, but still-"

"Whatever, just fly up when you can?"

Astrid growled as she flew away, furious with herself for being furious with Hiccup for no reason.

Well, she had a reason; it just wasn't a good reason.

He was shirtless, and his skin was covered in sweat and swipes of dirt and grime from sparring with Tuffnut. There were muscles, and freckles, and all of him…she was _furious_ with him for looking like that.

Astrid narrowed her eyes.

No, it wasn't that she was mad at him. She was angry because she wanted that. She wanted _him_ like that - because of her. She wanted to cause Hiccup to look like he did at that moment, only somewhere she could actually accomplish the ideas that were filling her mind with images she had to tuck away for later.

She flew back over the water, noting the position of the different swimmers, and waited for the others to arrive. Surely they'd put shirts on.

How could he just… walk around like that?

She put her hands in her hair and groaned, prompting Stormfly to turn her head and squawk, shaking her quills.

"I'm sorry, girl. You're right. I need to cool off. When they get up here, I'm going in, ok?"

Stormfly answered with another squawk, and spread her wings wide to catch the minute currents of air that moved around them. There was still no breeze to break up the heat.

A few moments later, she saw Barf and Belch take off from the Academy with Toothless right behind them. Within a minute they were flying alongside her, looping in low circles over the docks. Ruff had joined them, and was tugging off her vest in the heat, but Tuff hadn't bothered to put on a shirt. Hiccup had though, and it was weird looking on him. He must have found an old shirt in the academy, one that didn't belong to him, since Astrid hadn't seen it before. It didn't fit him well, either, and he looked uncomfortable, tugging at the hem or the sleeves to try to adjust the fabric.

Tuffnut stood up on his saddle after pulling off his boots and helmet and hanging them off to the side. "I am going in. Everyone, stand by for amazement."

Ruff jumped up beside him on her saddle, her boots, helmet and most of her clothing hanging off Barf's tail. "Way ahead of you, bro!" With a berserker yell, she leaped off the saddle, tucking her legs into her chest and plummeting into the water below.

"Ha! Trying to steal my glory? Not today, sister!" With another yell, Tuff dove after her, spinning in midair then tucking into a ball. Both of them made enormous splashes in the surf, which was impressive given that they weren't that large to begin with.

A minute later Astrid heard Tuffnut howling. "Oh, that is cold! That is very much cold!"

Then his sister splashed him. Tuffnut screamed, a high-pitched shriek of terror, as Ruff pushed her palm through the top of the waves and covered him with water repeatedly.

Hiccup laughed. He and Toothless had leveled off to her right, beside her and Stormfly, the tips of their dragons' wings almost touching.

Astrid gestured toward the water. "Not jumping in?"

Hiccup nodded at his leg, connected to his saddle. "You've never heard the famous viking song, 'Never Swim with a Metal Leg?' I wasn't that great at swimming before. Now I'm definitely not."

"Oh, come on. You're just jumping."

Hiccup shook his head. "No, no, thanks. You can go on ahead, though. I'll take over up here."

Astrid leaned forward. "Toothless, I think Hiccup needs to cool off."

Stormfly squawked at her, but Toothless grinned a wide, dragon smile, his tongue hanging out, and then, without warning, folded his wings to dive straight toward the water below. She heard Hiccup yelling just as they pierced the surface and then again came up a few minutes later.

But Toothless wasn't finished. He dove under the surface, soaking them both, then flew over the waves in a tight spiral, spinning himself and dunking Hiccup over and over before climbing back up in to the air with a few wide sweeps of his wings.

Astrid laughed so hard she had tears running down her face. She could hear Stoick's laughter echoing over the cliff wall, and most of Berk was enjoying the show, too, given how many people were pointing and holding their sides.

Once again, Toothless flew alongside Stormfly, only now, Hiccup was laughing and soaking wet.

"Thanks, Bud."

It took Astrid a few minutes to pull herself together enough to talk. His hair was sticking out in every direction, and his clothing was soaked, the ill-fitting shirt wrapped around him sideways like an ugly bandage. Water ran off his clothing onto Toothless' back, dripping from the tips of his wings onto the water below, where Tuffnut and Ruff were still splashing each other.

"So you can swim," she said when she could speak. "With a metal dragon."

"Yeah. Right. Thanks for encouraging him." Hiccup pulled his dripping shirt off, then wrung it out over Toothless' head so a stream of water ran over his eyes and nose. Toothless snorted at him and glared over his shoulder. "Serves you right, listening to her."

Hiccup turned to tuck his shirt into the saddle bag beside him, and Astrid enjoyed the view, interrupting her inspection of the water below them with an inspection of the person beside her. He looked down at the swimmers jumping off the dock, then over at her, and caught her staring.

"Nice bruise," she said quickly.

He lifted his arm and glanced down at the diagonal slash across his ribs, the red edges highlighting the mottled purple as it bloomed beneath his skin. "Yeah, got me good, didn't he?"

"You're still sparring with Tuffnut?"

"Of course he is!" Barf and Belch flew in a circle around Toothless and Stormfly, who hovered in the air as best they could. Ruffnut was in her saddle, but Tuffnut was standing on his. It was pretty plain to Astrid that Ruff was about to push her brother off his perch, but she didn't warn him.

Tuffnut gestured with one arm, his finger pointing at the sky. "There's no better sparring master than yours - _AAAAAAAAAAAAAGH!_"

Ruffnut's cackles covered up the splash he made, but a moment later, he yelled up to their dragon. "Belch! Barf! Roll over!"

Ruffnut tumbled right off her saddle as Barf and Belch displayed a stunning level of obedience and spun in midair. Then then they looked at one another and with a growl, dove back to the water to pick up their riders.

Astrid shook her head. "Looks like they forgot Ruff was up there."

"Yeah, they're about as…aware as the twins are."

"You ok if I jump in?"

Hiccup's eyes widened as Astrid sat back to pull off her boots and leggings.

"Uh, sure. Yeah."

His voice cracked, and she bit down on the corners of her smile so he wouldn't see it. It wasn't like she was diving in naked. She was wearing a shirt and had on short pants beneath her leggings, but when she stood up, barefoot in her saddle, Hiccup was looking away, down at the water.

"Stormfly, hold."

Beneath her, Stormfly spread her wings and remained still for a few moments, giving Astrid enough time to leap over her head and fall through the air into the water. The breeze on the way down was great while it lasted, but Tuffnut was right.

The water was _freezing._

"You ok?" Hiccup's voice called down to her as she surfaced, pushing her hair back and swimming away from the docks.

Astrid saw him peeking down over Toothless' wing, and gave Hiccup the signal that she was all right. Then she turned over onto her back, looking up at the sky. Stormfly was above her, as was Toothless, and she could see their claws and wings moving as they battled the lack of wind to stay aloft. Stormfly in particular didn't want to leave her position over Astrid, but had to circle to stay in view. There were no updrafts, no currents of air to coast upon, and she knew the dragons would get tired sooner than they normally would.

She could feel her braid floating below her in the water as she swam with half-hearted, idle strokes through the waves. The water was choppy, what with all the vikings jumping into it, but with her head back and her ears below the water, her face turned to the sky, for a moment, it was quiet.

Her world surrounded her: the cliffs protecting to her home to her left, the docks just below her feet, the ocean she saw every day of her life holding her within its grasp, and the sky she loved to fly into covering everything in a hot dome of brilliant blue. And directly above her, two dragons, and Hiccup. Though she couldn't see him, she knew he was there.

When Astrid realized she couldn't quite feel her toes, she lifted her head and signaled to Stormfly with one hand. In seconds, Stormfly dove straight toward her, so fast that Astrid heard gasps of concern from the people behind her. At the last moment, Astrid raised her arms above her head, her hands clasped, and kicking her legs, pushed herself up out of the water. Stormfly hooked her claws around Astrid's arms, and yanked her from the sea before she could sink back down. Then, with a practiced kick, Stormfly tossed her into the air above her head, and flew forward so Astrid landed in her saddle.

"Nice job, girl! Thank you!"

"Astrid. Wow. That was impressive," Hiccup said, flying over to her. "How long have you been working on that?"

Astrid shrugged and squeezed the water from her braid, the icy sea water much more tolerable now. "Sometimes we play fetch, and I'm the bait."

Then Hiccup made some sort of strangled noise as he flew past her, and she looked at him while they each flew in another slow circle over the vikings in the water and on the docks.

His face was red, and he was rubbing his hair while he looked at the water, at Stormfly, at Barf and Belch, who were pulling the twins out of the water with enough disorganization that one would fall in again just as the other got out. Toothless leveled off with Stormfly, wings almost touching again, but Hiccup wouldn't look at her.

She watched him for a moment.

She wasn't imagining things. He looked at everything _but _her.

_Oh, for Thor's sake, _Astrid thought to herself, feeling that familiar anger sizzle beneath her skin again. What is his problem now?

Then, a rare but welcome breeze moved across her body. She shivered.

And that's when she realized: no bindings. She wasn't wearing any bindings, or a shift. Just a shirt and short pants made of wool. Wet wool that was light in color, and now - she glanced down - yes, transparent and clinging to her skin.

For a moment she wanted to curl into herself and hide, but there was no one around them yet. So she looked over at Hiccup, her back straight as if she were flying in full armor and carrying an axe.

He was bright red, and looking away from her with all that determination she coveted.

Astrid was tempted to jump onto Toothless again, just to scare Hiccup and make him see her. But before she could make the leap across the wingspans between them, Barf and Belch appeared to her right.

Ruffnut called over to her. "Astrid! You have got to teach us how to get them to yank us out of the water like that. That was seriously cool."

"Yeah, that was excellent. And your shirt's see-through," Tuffnut said, in the same tone of voice he'd use if Snotlout was on fire, or if Fishlegs was carrying a book. No big deal, it seemed, which surprised Astrid. But then, it hadn't occurred to her to be embarrassed in front of him, either.

Tuff moved on to other subjects, his lack of interest apparent. "Anyway. You know, H. I've been thinking."

"Reaaaally?" His sister's mocking reply was long and slow, and Astrid hid her smile behind her hand. Tuff hadn't been gross to her, so she shouldn't laugh at him. At least, not right then.

Tuffnut glanced over his shoulder at his sister. "Yes, Missy. You should try it sometime. Anyway, Hiccup. You should spar with Astrid."

"Wait, what?" Hiccup, it seemed, hadn't been listening. "I should do what?"

"You're pretty good with the staff, and while it's always fun to practice with a master such as myself, you'd be better off learning close combat, too. Astrid's the best at that."

"Yeah, he's right." Everyone turned in shock to look at Ruffnut. "What? Tuff's good with a longstaff-"

"You bet I am."

"But if you want close combat with heavy sharp objects, Astrid's the one to beat."

Astrid had no idea what to say to that. "Uh, thank you?"

Tuffnut turned to Hiccup. "Seriously, H. You've already got long range aim, and you're good with the staff, though not as good as I am. Any time you want me to knock your leg out from under you, I'm on it. But you should start sparring with Astrid."

Astrid turned to Hiccup and waited for him to look at her. He had to. He had no choice. And she enjoyed every second of his obvious discomfort when he finally met her eyes and would not allow his gaze to drop below her chin.

"I'm game," she said with a slow smile. "We don't have the same fighting style, but it'd be good practice. And I can still kick your ass."

Hiccup arched a brow but didn't reply. He looked over at Tuffnut and said something, but Astrid didn't pay attention. She was watching him, watching one bead of water make its way down his back to disappear into the dark fabric of his leggings over his hip. When their eyes met again, the air around her went still and silent, like the ocean covered her ears again.

Then his eyes narrowed as he smiled at her, a smile that seemed full of promise, and possibility.
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The afternoon passed slowly. The air didn't cool, and heat reflected from every surface, from the dirt and the rocks of the mountains behind them to the wavy shifting surface of the sea. If the vikings of Berk weren't in the water, they were near it, or on their way back to it. The whole village, it seemed, was on the docks, or swimming to and from a nearby beach in one of the inlet coves.

Hiccup felt the salt water from the ocean hardening on his skin and could see faint smudges of grey and white across Toothless' head from where drops of the sea had evaporated in the sun. Hiccup's hair was thick and unruly, too. When he stuck his hands in it to scratch his scalp, he knew it only got bigger and more ridiculous, if Astrid's smirks were any indication.

Tuff and Ruff were still jumping off Barf and Belch, trying to prove who could make the biggest splash, or possibly who could drown the other one first. Ruffnut's hair, which was usually in two long braided cords on each side of her head, was pulled into a long, wet, tangled mess at the back of her head. At one point, it might have been a braid. Tuff, who liked his hair the way it was, and rarely washed it or paid any attention to it unless it was on fire, clearly liked how the salt water made his sister's hair easy to grab so he could dunk her under water and swim out of the way before she surfaced.

Astrid refused to judge their competition, and she kept watch alongside Hiccup as more Vikings jumped into the strangely welcoming waters of the sea. The ocean wasn't trying to kill them with bone-chilling cold or violent waves, so it was a rare treat to jump in and make friends with the water that lived alongside them. The sea was still cold, as Hiccup could report firsthand, but, judging from the number of people leaping into and out of the sea, it wasn't dangerous.

Astrid wasn't able to resist the water either, though she'd said after her first dive in that she wouldn't be going back. It was too warm to stay out. As their dragons hovered and circled above the swimmers, she stood up and dove into the water head first a few times, always making sure to leap and land far away from the twins. Then she'd fly up alongside Hiccup for awhile before the water tempted her to return.

Hiccup was looking again at the drying salt patterns on Toothless' scales, tracing the lines and thinking that they resembled the curving cliffs of Berk when a shadow crossed his hand.

"One more jump, and then I'm going to head home, I think. Stormfly is getting tired. I'll send Snotlout and Fishlegs when I see them."

When he looked up, he had to shade his eyes. The sun was directly behind Astrid, outlining her body so she was a dark shadow against a brilliant white sky. It hurt to look, but he didn't want to look away.

No one was near them, and from below, no one could see him, either. If anyone in the water looked up, they'd see Toothless' claws and wings, and maybe Hiccup's foot and metal leg, but they couldn't see where or at what he was looking.

And it wasn't like he had that much fortitude left, he thought with a quiet breath of laughter.

Each time Astrid dove into the water, she swam for a bit, and then called Stormfly to come and pull her out of the water and into the air with such precision that Astrid landed on her saddle every time.

And each time Astrid got out of the water, her shirt was more stretched out, more waterlogged, more tightly wound around her body, and more transparent.

He tried not to stare. It was not easy. But he was genuinely worried that if he allowed himself to absorb what he saw, he wouldn't be able to look at or think of anything else for hours. Possibly days.

Oh, who was he kidding - he'd have that image seared into his memory for the rest of his waking life.

But when she stood up now, and said she was heading back to Berk, he told himself that he was being ridiculous. So he looked.

Stormfly and Toothless had shifted their bodies in the minuscule breeze, and the sun was now slightly behind them. Astrid stood barefoot on Stormfly's back, as comfortable and balanced as if she were on land, wringing the water from her hair and making sure her boots and leggings were securely tied to her saddle.

Her shirt was still stuck to her, a long twist of translucent fabric wrapped around the contours and shadows of her body. It revealed more than it covered. Her nipples were hard, and he realized he'd never seen her breasts unbound.

Well, no, that wasn't entirely true.

He thought back, remembering the times they'd sat on the warm flat rocks at the hot springs, waiting for his skin to dry so they could walk back together. She hadn't been bound then, but she'd been wearing a loose tunic, an old one he only saw her wear on washing day. Because her days usually involved fighting or sparring of some sport, and practicing flight patterns and stunts with Stormfly, Astrid's clothing was always practical, and sometimes lethal. Her hair was braided and twisted behind her and out of her way, her leggings reinforced at the knees, her armor custom made for her, leaving her body and strength contained and efficiently coiled.

Now, her hair was mostly unwound and reached past her hips, a wet twisting tangle that looked white in the sun. Her legs were bare beneath short pants, and her shirt…. Hiccup swallowed. The bleached wool hid nothing.

He felt like he was seeing her naked, except that she wasn't. But it didn't matter because he still didn't know where to look, or where not to look.

And to his horror he realized that while he'd been thinking, he'd been staring.

At her.

Not just at her. His eyes focused on what was directly in front of him.

He'd been staring at her breasts.

And now that he was actually aware of what he was seeing, he couldn't absorb the details fast enough:how the rounded curves beneath were outlined against the sky, the way her nipples were puckered against the wool, how her body was shaped so differently when released from the confinement of her armor. There were curves he didn't know, shadowed lines of muscles he hadn't seen.

"Ahem."

Astrid cleared her throat, and Hiccup closed his eyes. He'd done exactly what he hadn't wanted to do. His skin was already red from the sun, from sparring with Tuffnut and flying shirtless for hours. It was probably only fair that his face would turn a deeper red to match.

He looked up at her face, an apology on the tip of his tongue, but the expression on her face stopped him.

She didn't look angry.

She looked intense, focused, the way she did when about to throw a weapon or sight a target, but she wasn't looking at him like the target was his skull.

Then she smiled at him, her lips slowly curving into a grin that was wicked, and very knowing.

And before he could think about what he was saying, desperate to break the tension that could so easily go wrong, Hiccup spoke the first words that entered his mind.

"I have to wash the salt off Toothless and myself. When you find Snotlout and Fishlegs, I'll head out, too."

"Going to the cove?" Astrid turned to face him, shifting her stance on Stormfly's back, and Hiccup congratulated himself on not passing out or gawking at her. She wasn't afraid, or angry, or even shy. Her back was straight, her hands resting on her hips, and she was either proud or unconcerned or both, like she didn't care that so much of her was so visible. She was herself as much as she ever was, except he was seeing her in a way that he hadn't before, in a way that maybe no one had.

He shook his head, remembering that she'd asked him a question.

"No, the cove water is a little slimy right now. We'll go to the falls, probably."

Astrid's smile widened. "Good to know. See you later."

And then she jumped, arching her back and flipping sideways off Stormfly, then facing the water with a scream of delight that ended when she hit the waves below.

Toothless grumbled, flicking his head and rubbing at the salt on his skin.

"Yeah, me, too, Bud. We'll go clean off in a bit."

…

When Snotlout and Fishlegs found him in the air a short while later, Hiccup was more than ready to leave the sky - a rare feeling for him. The twins welcomed them both with yells and invitations to jump in. Snotlout yanked off his helmet and started tugging his vest over his head immediately, but Fishlegs looked down and immediately shook his head. Snotlout seemed to be moving slowly, and Hiccup noticed a large red mark across Snotlout's arm when he pulled off his shirt. After he jumped off Hookfang with a horrible yell, one that sounded a bit scared as he approached the water, Hiccup turned to Fishlegs.

"What happened to his arm?"

"Oh, uh, well." Fishlegs turned a bit pink and rubbed his hands together. "You see, um, Snotlout…yeah. He, uh…."

Hiccup shook his head slowly, very confused. "He what?"

Fishlegs took a deep breath, and peeked over his shoulder to make sure Snotlout was far out of earshot. He was, but Fishlegs waited to speak until Snotlout was underwater.

"When we took off, Snotlout said something to Astrid about her, um, her clothing, or the, uh, lack thereof."

"Oh, Gods."

"Yeah. I didn't know she could throw her shoulder armor that hard, or that it would bounce back to her."

Hiccup cringed, biting the inside of his lips.

"Oh, well," Fishlegs said with a smile after once again checking that Snotlout couldn't overhear. "Serves him right. See you later, Hiccup."

With a wave at Fishlegs, Hiccup and Toothless tilted out of the sky toward the water, picking up speed as they fell. He signaled to his dad what direction he was flying, then he and Toothless took off toward the mountains. When the shadows of the cliffs and peaks covered them both, the cool air was welcome, and Toothless slowed down.

"Want to go cavern hunting?"

Toothless growled an eager response, and lowered his head, scenting the air and looking for a cavern to explore. The mountains around them were riddled with caves, hollow chambers and tunnels that sometimes led to the other side of the island, and other times led to dead ends, collapsed walls, or long-abandoned campsites from vikings that may have gone exploring generations before them. Hiccup and Toothless had flown into a few, and the higher up the mountain face the tunnels were, the more likely they were to be empty, and possibly undiscovered until that moment.

Toothless particularly liked to find tunnels that went down into darkness, which tended to give Hiccup a mix of cold fear and ferocious curiosity. Toothless could navigate by sound, and as long as Hiccup stayed low over Toothless' head and kept his head down, his dragon knew instinctively which spaces he could fly through, and which were too small for him to maneuver. They'd tilt, dive, and spin through different caverns, dodging the stone spikes that sometimes rose from the ground and twisting around hanging spears of rock that filled the ceilings.

"You pick, bud. And try not to knock me into any walls this time."

Toothless growled at him, then folded his wings to dive through the air and duck beneath a rock bridge that spanned two mountains. They were flying fast between two walls of a steep valley lined with straggly trees and patches of moss, a stream running at the bottom. The water level was lower than normal since there had been hardly any rain, but the stream ran with them as they flew, each heading toward the wide break in the mountains where the falls began.

Toothless' ears twitched once, and that was the only warning Hiccup had before Toothless turned sharply to the right and entered a dark cave partially obscured by a bare pine growing out of a crack in the rock wall. Inside, they slowed down, but continued forward without landing. The light behind them soon faded, and Hiccup could neither see nor hear anything. He stayed low over Toothless' back, looking forward into the darkness. The cool air ran over his skin in rippled paths like fingers of ice on his back.

Toothless would fire short blasts into the darkness, lighting the path for a moment, but it was only for Hiccup to see. Toothless could hear the changes in the walls, find the path of the tunnel they were in using only sound and vibrations, but despite knowing they were safe, the feeling of flying through complete darkness never failed to douse Hiccup with a prickly sense of exhilaration and fear.

Then they turned to the left, and a tiny spot of light in the distance grew larger. A sound like broken, unending thunder swelled around them, too.

"Did we find a tunnel to the falls?" Hiccup lifted his head a bit, then laughed as Toothless smacked Hiccup on the head with his ear. "Fine, fine, did _you_ find a tunnel to the falls?"

With a rush of sound, they exited the darkness, and Toothless spread his wings and soared in a wide arc. The falls were to their left and behind them, and once his eyes adjusted to the brightness, Hiccup could see over his shoulder the cave opening halfway up the face of the mountain, mostly hidden by the mist that surrounded the waterfall.

"Nice going, Toothless!" Water had begun to gather on Toothless' skin, rinsing away the salt, and Hiccup suddenly wanted to be clean as soon as possible. They descended to the moss-covered rocks where the water was calmer. Within minutes, Hiccup was out of the saddle, spinning his prosthesis so the spiked end was pointed down, allowing him traction on the rocks.

"Want to swim? I can take your saddle off, if you want."

Toothless lowered his head and with practiced movements, Hiccup lifted the saddle and removed the stirrups on each side. The cords that allowed him to shift and maneuver Toothless' tail fin retracted into a coil beneath the saddle, leaving only the prosthetic tail attached. That was harder to remove, but in a minute or two, it was on the moss beside the saddle and most of Toothless' flying mechanism, and the dragon himself was in the water.

Hiccup took a minute to organize all the gear so it would be easier to reattach. Toothless took exception to that decision and whipped his tail across the surface, spraying Hiccup with a wave of water.

"Hey!"

Toothless laughed and bounced through the churning water, lifting his wings high above him, and threatening to soak Hiccup even more.

"Alright, I'm coming, I'm coming."

With a growl of smug satisfaction, or at least it seemed so to Hiccup, Toothless folded his wings.

"Staring doesn't make me move faster, you know."

One wing slipped beneath the surface and tossed water onto Hiccup's head.

"What? You are going to regret that!"

Hiccup pulled off his prosthesis, and, after setting it on a higher rock away from the water, pulled off his clothing and slid into the water.

"There, happy now?"

Toothless' answer was to whip his tail in a wide arc underwater and knock Hiccup's leg out from under him.
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Toothless and Hiccup rolled and swam in the shallow end of the pool while the endless rush of the waterfall surrounded them with a cloud of cooling mist. The fresh water cracked and rinsed away the dried salt, and to Hiccup it felt like like he was shedding his skin. He ducked under water over and over, rinsing the rough texture of the sea from his hair and scrubbing his skin with sand from the bottom of the pool. Like the ocean surrounding Berk, the waterfall was usually too cold to swim through, but with the unrelenting heat that had settled in like an unwanted visitor, the water was perfect.

Toothless grew tired of swimming quicker than Hiccup did, and climbed out to stretch his body across several of the moss-covered rocks that lined the pool. Hiccup suspected that Toothless didn't like knowing he couldn't fire if he had to, and liked to dry off as soon as possible. Plus the rocks were warm, and the moss almost welcoming, so it was as good a place as any to nap, which was pretty much all the dragons wanted to do in the heat, anyway.

Hiccup laughed to himself as he swam on his back, looking up at the sky. If it was too hot for a fire-breathing dragon, it really was too hot for everyone.

When Hiccup finally felt clean and cool, he pulled himself out of the water and tossed his clothing and his prosthetic closer to Toothless' wing. Then, using his arms and his leg, he pushed himself across the rock to lean against Toothless' side. Toothless grunted at him, already mostly asleep.

The sun had begun to move slowly behind the mountains above them, and the line of afternoon shadows were sliding across the pool towards them, but there was still plenty of light. Hiccup always carried a small drying cloth and a notebook and pencil with him in a saddlebag, so after pulling on his leggings and rolling them up past his knees, he sat back and sketched what he saw while he waited for the rest of his skin to dry. The sun lit the mist from the falls in a different way than the mist over the hot springs, and it was difficult to capture on paper. After a few tries, he gave up, and drew whatever came to mind.

When he idly drew a curve down the margin of his paper that looked alarmingly like the curve of Astrid's back, he lifted his pencil and shook his head at himself. His mind would have been overwhelmed enough with images of flying with her earlier, but with Tuffnut's never-ending lectures about his Book of Not Dragons while they sparred that morning, Hiccup's mind was in nonstop motion. It was a pleasant torment for the most part, except when he had to exert significant effort to stop thinking about things he shouldn't think about until he knew he was alone.

Well, he was alone right then. And he wasn't going anywhere in a hurry, either.

He leaned his head back and closed his eyes, pushing his damp hair back from his face with one hand, the fingertips of the other spinning his charcoal.

He'd looked again the night before at the book he kept locked away. After another determined effort, he gave up on trying to translate the language, and focused on the illustrations and the text that surrounded them. It wasn't so difficult to decipher the text if there was an arrow pointing at a particular section of a drawing, especially in the beginning chapters, which were nothing but sketches and labels. But the larger paragraphs of text were a mystery.

When he'd read, or tried to read the book in the past, he'd focused mainly on the latter half, which was an intricate series of drawings depicting several hundred variations of sexual positions. Some he didn't entirely believe were possible, or even enjoyable. The first time he'd seen them, he'd blushed so fiercely that he'd thought he was giving himself a fever. He'd been terrified that he'd be caught studying them, and would only examine the book when his father was out, and when he knew no one would be looking for him. When he was younger, that happened pretty much every day, for hours at a time, but as he grew older, and as he and the dragons changed Berk, he didn't have much time to himself alone in the house.

Of course, it wasn't until recently that he'd thought to study the book again. When he was younger, he'd been trying to supplement the minimal amount of education he'd received from Stoick, and his determination to learn was born mostly out of his own curiosity. There was something he didn't know, and he wanted to know about it, so he figured out a way to learn.

Now, he had other reasons to return to the secret book, though he still had a monumental fear of being discovered while reading it. So he'd risked having the book out of the locked metal box while his father was home, knowing that Stoick rarely if ever climbed the stairs to Hiccup's room, just as he hardly ever entered his father's chamber. They respected each other's space in their house, an unspoken truce that had existed long before they learned to talk to one another.

The drawings in the front made more sense, he'd realized. His body hadn't matched any of the illustrations when he was younger, but now he understood better what he was seeing. But the second section of bound pages, which were all about women, those still set his face on fire like he'd been dipped in molten forge metal. Everything was so…different. And hidden. And without the ability to understand the text, he was both edified and frustrated. He knew what he was seeing, but not what the words said, nor what they meant.

He hadn't even looked at the more adventurous section in the latter half of the book. Instead, he'd studied the drawings closely, trying to align what they described with what little he knew, both from his own experience and from a lifetime of observation - vikings weren't modest, as a rule. Bit his understanding of the intricate specifics of the book he hid in his room evolved slowly, so much so that it frustrated him. He didn't like to learn anything slowly. His mind was as impatient as he was, and when he realized something, understood a word or the reason a drawing had been rendered in a particular fashion, he felt like he'd conquered a mountain, or tamed another dragon.

Tuffnut's book might have helped, if Tuffnut made any sense describing it, which of course he didn't. Tuff was as obscure as the writing Hiccup couldn't read. And Hiccup's questions yielded answers that only caused more questions.

That morning, Tuffnut had been furious that Ruff had once again absconded with his Not Dragons, and while it had been easier for Hiccup to score points against him while they sparred, but harder to get any information out of him.

In the middle of a match, Tuffnut had stopped moving for a split second. "Ah! I should ask Astrid for ideas on how to knock her down and get it back."

Hiccup blocked a spinning thrust aimed at his head, ducked under Tuff's arm, and spun to his left to block another attack. "Why'd Ruff take it?"

"I do not know. She keeps looking at the section with all these drawings in it. Of women, I think."

"Section with…women?" Hiccup had been watching Tuffnut's movements to anticipate how he'd spin and strike next, so the words took a second to penetrate his attention. When they did, he nearly tripped himself with his own weapon.

"Yeah. I'll be honest with you: I don't understand any of it."

Tuffnut didn't sound very interested in anything about the book, except having it in his possession and boasting about it, which Hiccup had found a little odd. They'd switched places to begin again, their conversation a low accompaniment to the sharp, quick staccato of their staves. Tuff pushed Hiccup hard in their matches, but Hiccup had learned to read him, and could usually anticipate his movements. He could never anticipate Tuffnut's words, however, and those more than anything else distracted him.

"You don't want to, you know, read it?"

"Read? Nah. Don't plan to. But I do plan to sell the information. See, H, let me ask you." Tuff casually spun the staff over his shoulders, his posture relaxed while his fingers manipulated the spear with such speed that the wood was a blur. "You know things. How much would you pay for knowledge of the utmost importance?"

Hiccup had looked closely at Tuff. Now they were getting somewhere. He knew Tuff didn't have his book, that his was still safely locked in his room. But Hiccup was still nibbled by curiosity as to what exact book Tuff had - or had until recently. "What kind of knowledge specifically do you want to sell? Like, individual pages?"

"Yeah! That's a good idea. See? You know this kind of thing. Your mind thinks in… logical ways."

"How would you sell pages? As a group, rip them out of the book?!"

"Maybe. I mean, there's the page with the boars. That one page I could sell on its own for quite a bit, don't you think?"

"Boars." What kind of book _was_ this? Maybe he should build a massive weapon to trade Tuffnut for it, just to find out. But then Tuff would have a weapon.

"Looked like boars, anyway. Maybe it was yaks. Or that one page with the bucket. Or something like a bucket? The woman on the page is really happy about it, whatever it is."

"Ae you sure you're not reading it upside down?"

"Huh. Maybe I am."

"Yeah?"

"The yak would look funny, though."

"Maybe…maybe you should let me take a look at it, so you know how valuable the book is… or isn't?"

"Excellent idea, my fine fellow. Except…." Tuffnut had slumped with a groan and lowered his staff, his body deflating as the energy of their match appeared to desert him. "Ruffnut. That lying she-beast, _she_ has it and I don't know where she's keeping it."

Tuff had feigned that same collapse of strength before, so Hiccup was ready when he spun and surged forward, blocking each of Tuff's attacks and ultimately landing one of his own to win the match.

The thing that had surprised Hiccup more than the number of matches he'd won that morning was Tuff's answer when Hiccup asked why he didn't want to find the book, why he didn't want to steal it back from Ruffnut and keep it for himself.

"I could help you hide it, as long as you, well, don't forget where you put it."

"Keep it? I do like being the master of Not Dragons, of course, but…no."

"No? Isn't there someone you like… that you… I mean, wouldn't you want to…I don't know, study it?"

"Me? Nah. Not my thing."

Hiccup couldn't figure out if that meant he wasn't interested in the contents of the book, which Hiccup was sure were pretty similar to the contents of his own, or if Tuff, as usual, thought reading and studying were a waste of time.

Maybe Tuffnut wasn't interested, or hadn't found anyone he'd be interested in. It's not like there were a a ton of people in Berk.

Hiccup looked down at his notebook and shaded in the curves that went along with the line he'd drawn on the edge of his paper. Thanks to Tuffnut, he was going to spar with Astrid… which should be more distracting than fighting Tuffnut, for a multitude of reasons.

And if thinking of her wasn't unsettling enough, just as he finished his drawing, Astrid and Stormfly appeared, bursting into view through the mist.

They circled above Hiccup and Toothless, landing on the rock next to them. Toothless greeted Stormfly with a low skipping growl, and Stormfly shook her head and quills at him while Astrid jumped down from her saddle.

Astrid looked furious and miserable. She was wearing leggings, her skirts, and a long sleeved shirt with gauntlets over her forearms. She wasn't wearing her armor, but her face was flushed and sweaty. Her hairline was damp, and she wiped her forehead with the back of her arm repeatedly.

"I hate everything!"

"Ok," Hiccup said, closing his notebook and moving closer to his leg. "Want us to leave?"

"No, you can stay," Astrid replied, her voice low and edged with anger. "I don't hate you. But I hate everyone else."

"What happened? Wait - do you want to sit down? Or fly somewhere?" Hiccup ran his hand over the stump of his leg, feeling to see if the skin was dry enough to attach his prosthesis.

"No, thanks." Astrid collapsed on the rock across from him, and began unwinding her gauntlets with sharp, frustrated movements.

"What happened?"

"My mother happened."

"Oh, Gods."

One gauntlet went flying across the rock, followed by the other. Then Astrid rose to her knees to unlaced her skirt. She didn't throw that, thankfully, as it might have caused some damage if it hit anyone. She didn't pull off any more clothing, either, though Hiccup knew she had to be too warm in a wool underskirt, leggings and long sleeves.

Astrid sat back down across from Hiccup, crossed her legs in front of her, leaning back on her arms and glaring at the treetops behind him. "She saw me flying back home before I pulled my clothing out of the tree. For Odin's sake, it's so hot!" She sat up, her hand cutting through the air in frustration. "Everyone's swimming in one piece of clothing, and some in even less. But I fly without my usual armor, without wearing four shirts or more, and it's the end of the world."

"She was mad, huh?"

"Lost her temper completely. She could barely walk and yell at the same time."

Hiccup shivered. Astrid's mother was scary when she was happy. He'd never seen her lose her temper. He hoped he never did.

"Sigrid pulled her into the house before she could embarrass us, but I had to leave before I got angry and said something I'd regret later."

"Strategic retreat?"

Astrid looked at him, a twist of a smile on her face. "Yeah. Something like that."

"Well, there is no one here, and I promise I won't tell if you want to jump in the water. I'll even leave if you want."

"No, don't do that. I flew over because I hoped you'd still be here. Of course…." Her voice trailed off in a tone that was more unhappy than he'd heard from her before.

"Of course, what?"

Astrid sighed, her shoulders slumping even more. Then she rose up on her knees again. "Watch."

She moved forward, crawling toward Hiccup. He couldn't back away because he was still leaning against Toothless. He pushed his metal leg out of the way just before Astrid moved over him, straddling his lap, her face inches from his, her body brushing against him. She put her hands on his shoulders, the look on her face both wicked and resigned.

Hiccup didn't know what to do, where to put his hands, or where to even look. What was she-

Suddenly, Stormfly squawked in anger, surprising both Hiccup and Toothless. Hiccup couldn't move, but Toothless rolled so his legs were beneath him, which pressed Hiccup against Astrid for a terrible scorching moment. Then Stormfly jumped up from the rock, flew over Astrid, and using her claws, gently but firmly picked Astrid up and dropped her down on the rock across from Hiccup where she'd been sitting before.
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Astrid landed on her feet, then slumped down onto the rock cross legged in a defeated position. "Can you believe that?"

Hiccup couldn't help himself. He burst out laughing. "Stormfly? What was that? Who…what the…?"

"I'm glad you're amused," Astrid said, her voice curled with bitterness, though Hiccup could tell she was fighting herself to keep from smiling. "My mother told Stormfly to… I don't know, keep me away from everyone. _'I'm counting on you, dragon, don't you let me down!'"_

Astrid's impersonation of her mother wasn't very good, but it was very funny. To Hiccup, anyway. The hint of smile disappeared from Astrid's face, leaving a worrisome fury behind. He needed to stop laughing before Astrid threw her axe at him.

"You don't even understand how ridiculous this is, Hiccup. It's not just you. I tried to help Fishlegs with his vest before I flew over here, because his arm got stuck in it - Snotlout knocked him in the water so he was soaking wet and shivering. And Stormfly picked me up the minute I touched Fishlegs, carried me off and nearly dropped me in the water trough."

Hiccup gave up trying not to laugh, and bent over, covering his face with his hand. He wanted desperately to stop, but it was too much.

"Yeah, yeah. Go on, enjoy it while you can."

Hiccup wiped his face with the edge of his sleeve. "How did your mother train Stormfly?"

"I have no idea, but I have to figure out how to fix this." Astrid turned her head and looked at her dragon. "You hear that, girl? This is not happening."

Stormfly lowered her head and tilted her right eye toward Astrid. Her squawk sounded sad, like she was worried that Astrid was upset at her.

Hiccup looked at Stormfly closely. "I think she's confused."

"Yeah? She's not the only one."

"Astrid, you and your mother rarely fight, right?"

Astrid nodded. "We used to, but not so much lately. Except for today. You'd think wearing a shirt and short pants was the worst thing I've ever done. She has no idea."

Hiccup was pretty sure pointing out that Astrid's clothing had been nearly transparent by the time she'd flown home would not help the situation. "Do you want to go swim and cool off?"

Astrid shook her head as she rolled up her sleeves. "I am going to change though. Excuse me."

Hiccup looked down at his notebook, staring intently at a blank page while Astrid stood behind Stormfly's wings. He could hear her talking to her dragon, her voice becoming more soft, less brittle with anger. When she returned, she had removed her underskirt, and was wearing loose older leggings that she'd cut off at the knee, and her sleeves were pushed up.

"Much better," she said. "How long is it going to be this hot? I almost miss winter. Almost."

She moved to sit across from Hiccup, but before she sat down, he caught her attention with a look, and glanced at Stormfly. Astrid stilled, her expression shifting quickly from confused to curious.

Sometimes, more often lately, they could communicate without words. Right then, in that moment, everything was still, and he focused on Astrid, his mind sifting through ways to shift Stormfly's attention from guarding Astrid. Hiccup met Astrid's eyes, gestured with his pencil, and glanced at the rock next to him. Astrid gave him a small, private smile in reply.

Slowly, like it had been her intention all along, she took two steps forward, and sat down next to Hiccup. Stormfly was on her right, and Hiccup was on her left, with Toothless behind them both.

Astrid didn't look at Stormfly. She glanced at the moss below them, and then up at Hiccup before looking down. "Is she staring at me?"

"A little. But you're not doing anything she's interpreting as a problem. So relax, but slowly."

"Is this how to un-train your dragon?"

Hiccup laughed quietly, keeping his voice low and even so Stormfly wouldn't react. "I have no idea. I know Nadders are protective and territorial, but I have no idea why she'd suddenly guard you from your own actions like that."

"It-"

Hiccup covered Astrid's hand with his own, reminding her to be calm, not to let her voice burn hot, fueled by frustration.

She breathed in slowly before she spoke again. "I don't get it, either, but hey, at least I know not to bring her with me when I spar with you tomorrow. She'll toss me into a tree."

"Eh, wouldn't be the first time."

Astrid elbowed him, but not hard enough to make him flinch. Then she smiled at him. "What are you working on?"

"Me? Nothing, really."

"Can I see?"

Hiccup thought of the curve and shadows he'd drawn before she'd arrived. "Uh, no."

"No?" Astrid looked shocked, and a little hurt.

"Move closer," Hiccup said softly, glancing up at Stormfly, who had curled her wings around her and was seated on the rock, watching them both.

"Closer to you?"

Hiccup nodded. Astrid stretched her legs out in front of her, then curled them beneath her again, sliding over so that her shoulder touched his. Stormfly tilted her head, but didn't object.

Astrid tipped her head back and watched the waterfall before she spoke again. "I really am tired of all the heat." Her voice was quiet, resigned. "I can't sleep very well, and I'm crabby. Everyone's crabby."

Hiccup didn't answer, giving Astrid quiet space to think.

"And everyone's wearing less clothing, which is excellent in some ways and terrifying in others," she said on a laugh. "Did you see Snotlout?"

Hiccup nodded, twisting his pencil through his fingers in a rapid twirl. "It was kind of… yeah."

"And there's no night, either. I mean, that's normal for summer, but how am I supposed to get anything done if I can't sleep at night, and it's too hot to move during the day?"

"Lean forward," Hiccup said quietly.

"Lean - how does that help? What the - are you even listening to me?"

"Every word. Lean forward."

With a slow hiss of exasperation, Astrid sat up, wrapping her arms around her knees and resting her chin on her hands.

Keeping an eye on Stormfly with intermittent glances, Hiccup reached over and began moving his hand up and down Astrid's back. He felt her tense initially, but then her muscles begin to relax beneath his hand, and he used a firmer pressure as he continued.

"Good?"

Astrid nodded, looking down at the pool.

"We should keep talking," he said, watching the path his hand took as he slid his palm along one side of her spine up to the end of her braid, then down the other. "So she'll stop guarding you."

Her hair moved when she nodded, but it was a moment before she spoke. "Why are you sparring with Tuffnut? Or, why were you?"

He shrugged. "Good practice? I mean, you throw axes at trees fairly regularly."

"Yeah, but…."

"But?"

"You're good with an arrow, and you've got great aim from any distance. And you fly a dragon who can burn things to the ground with one strike. Why practice close combat?"

"Why do you?" They'd never talked about her training, how she continued fighting and training for battle, even though the war with the dragons was long over. It was just something she did, that she'd always done.

"We do have enemies, Hiccup."

She looked over her shoulder at him, eyebrows lowered. Hiccup felt a jolt of awareness the moment Astrid's gaze met his, adding another connection between them as his palm moved across her back. He shifted his legs slightly.

"Yes. We do. And you fly on a Nadder with poisonous spines and the hottest dragon fire of any known breed."

She didn't say anything.

"So, why throw axes?"

Astrid looked away and shrugged, but he could tell from her brusque and immediate movement that she had an answer in mind. She didn't want to say it, but she had a reason.

Refusing to look at Stormfly, but knowing she was watching him, Hiccup carefully lifted Astrid's braid, which was tangled and stiff from the seawater, and slid it over her shoulder. Then he continued slowly sliding his hand up, across, and down her back, moving closer to her sides a little more each time. Stormfly didn't move or react, and Astrid's breathing began to match the slow and smooth path he drew over her back.

Her shirt had risen in the back when she leaned forward, and now that she was sitting with her body curled over her legs, there was a space between her shirt and her leggings. It was a narrow gap, not wider than his hand, and he'd been touching her consistently for several minutes, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the way his heart sped up. He wanted to shake sense into himself, but sudden movements would alert Stormfly. So he looked at Astrid's braid, at the shadows moving across the water, the way her shirt traced her muscles as his hand smoothed the fabric over and over.

"If we were attacked," Astrid began, her voice quiet, calm and almost normal sounding, despite the tension that suddenly filled her muscles. "If we were in battle, I'd be captured, most likely. A war prize."

Hiccup stopped his hand, but kept his palm against her back, listening to her words as much as he was listening to the way her posture, her rigidity, revealed the fear and anger behind them.

"And if…I…." She swallowed, then tried again. "I want to make sure that never happens."

She turned her head to look at him briefly, then looked back at the waterfall. Her braid fell over her shoulder and covered his hand.

He nodded slowly. He couldn't lie, or wouldn't, and tell her that she was wrong. She wasn't wrong.

After a minute, then another of stillness, Astrid repeated her original question. "So? What about you?"

"Me?"

"Yeah. Why are you sparring so much?"

Hiccup traced his fingertips over the coils and twists of her braid, then lifted it carefully and placed it over her shoulder. Astrid reached up to grab the ends of it, a sign she was deep in thought, or agitated about something.

He began rubbing her back again, slowly, with more pressure, the flat of his palm smoothing out the tension again and following a wider, circular path across her shoulders, down her side, and then up.

"Similar reason, I guess. If we were in battle with another tribe, I'd be killed. That'd be the goal in any attack. Kill the chief, and his son. And if I weren't riding Toothless, if I were on my own, I… can't always rely on shooting or long range attacks. I have to be able to…."

"Fight?"

"Defend myself, yeah."

"You know, you might be kidnapped instead," Astrid pointing out, tilting her head toward him.

"True. Wouldn't be the first time, either. But the older I get, the less likely…." He trailed off. It was unsettling and more than a little weird to be talking about sparring, and death, and battle while beneath his hand the softness of Astrid's shirt and the warmth of her skin was causing him to spin breathlessly inside. "So… I learn."

"I can understand that. Good strategy."

He smiled. Astrid did love strategy.

A silence grew between them, the roar of the falls and the soft rasp of his hand across her back the only sounds he heard. Astrid sighed, and sat back slightly as if she were reaching for his touch. His hand slid down her side, and he allowed his fingertips to trace across the narrow strip of skin showing beneath the hem of her shirt. Astrid flinched slightly, though she didn't move away, but the movement caught Stormfly's attention, her beak reflecting the sun as she focused on them both.

Hiccup looked from Stormfly to his hand, to Astrid's posture and position on the rock, and had an idea. He bent his right leg so it was behind Astrid, and whispered to Astrid to shift to her left. Placing his hands on the stone on either side of him, he leaned back, creating space for Astrid to move towards.

Astrid curled her legs to the side and resettled a bit farther to her left. Hiccup slowly moved the other direction until, as he'd planned, Astrid was directly in front of him.

He kept his voice low and calm, though inside he was anything but. "If you sit back, I'm right behind you. I don't know how Stormfly will react to that, though."

Astrid turned her head and looked at him again over her shoulder. The look on her face stopped his breath. Her expression was both peaceful and incendiary, like she wanted to sink into him and set him on fire at the same time.

The heat between them rose and fell like the tide, changing the landscape of their relationship almost hourly, and he was used to it. Mostly. Sometimes that heat was an abiding warmth, the comfort of knowing that she understood him, that she wanted to hear what he was thinking about. Other times, it flared, out of control and roaring between them, scorching his thoughts into incoherent but constant desire.

In that second, when she looked over her shoulder, the air around them both ignited.

"Do- do you want to risk it?"

"Risk what?" Her voice was a low rasp, a whisper made of smoke and smoldering flame. "Sitting back? Absolutely."

It was a shift in posture. Leaning forward to leaning back. A distance of less than the length of her arm. But Hiccup's heart pounded so loudly, he was sure Stormfly and possibly all of Berk could hear it.

Astrid slid her legs out in front of her, and crossed her ankles. She put one hand down near his and leaned back, bringing her body in contact with his from shoulder to hip, her head resting on his chest, his cheek against her hair.

Hiccup's arms were on either side of him, his fingertips pressing into the moss beneath. He slowly brought his arms around Astrid, and raised his right leg so he could rest his arm on his bent knee. His other hand, which Stormfly couldn't see, curled over Astrid's stomach, holding her closer.

Stormfly didn't move.

He waited for her to leap up, to turn her head from one side to the other so she could see them clearly, but she did neither of those things. She rustled her wings, spreading them out to catch more of the cooling mist from the waterfalls, maybe, then lowered her head and closed her eyes.

"You're a genius," Astrid whispered, her breath slow and even, making him dizzy because he could feel her breathe, feel the curves he'd just drawn settling in rhythm against his chest, so much of her moving slowly against him.

She shifted subtly, turning towards him so she could tilt her head back and look up at his face. "Are you uncomfortable?"

Hiccup shook his head. He was fine. But he didn't trust himself to speak.
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Astrid turned her head and looked up at the waterfall. The mist and the dampness in the air obscured the edges of the water as it poured from the valley in the mountains high above them. She could see the water as it left the rock face, but she couldn't follow it down to the pool. Each drop expanded into a white, roaring cloud that surrounded them both.

The heat of summer did that, too. There was no boundary between day and night, and for the past week, no warm daylight that existed separately from a cooler evening. She was exhausted, a deep weariness that moved beyond merely being tired. She wanted to shut her eyes and disappear for awhile, hide from the burn of shame she'd felt as her mother scolded her, and avoid the gross leers and stupidity from Snotlout.

A low murmur reached her ears and she lifted her head to peek at Stormfly. She'd fallen asleep.

"I'm almost envious of her," Astrid said, keeping her voice quiet, below the roar of the waterfall.

"I'm glad she's napping."

"Me, too."

Hiccup's voice was very dry. "Tired dragons are as irritable as tired vikings."

She lifted her arm as if she planned to elbow him. "Are you calling me irritable?"

"Me? No, never."

Astrid breathed out a laugh. "Didn't think so."

She lowered her arm and relaxed further. The moss beneath them made the stone less uncomfortable, plus she was leaning on Hiccup, his right leg bent alongside her to hide how close she was to him. His arm rested on his knee, further obscuring her from Stormfly's view, not that her dragon's eyesight was all that good at close range. With the mist from the falls and the similar colors of their clothing, Stormfly had probably not been aware of how much of her was touching Hiccup.

And it was a great deal of her, she thought, shifting her position so she could feel more of him, the warmth of his body against hers, the softness of his shirt beneath her skin.

As she moved closer, she realized with a hot rush of clarity that not all of him was softness. He was definitely affected by their closeness as much as she was.

Without thinking about her actions, she turned her head and kissed him. His mouth met hers as if he'd had the same thought at the same moment, and sparks filled her body as she pressed closer to him.

Then she heard the unmistakable sound of Stormfly's claws on stone.

She pulled away and looked over at her dragon. "Sorry, girl. Go back to sleep."

Stormfly chirped at her, a low warning sound, and while she did rest her head again, she didn't close her eyes. She watched them, tilting her head left, then right, her eyes narrowed.

Astrid looked up at the waterfalls again, clenching her jaw and trying to relax again. "So annoying," she whispered.

She felt Hiccup kiss her hair, a gesture that made her melt a little inside each time he did it, and settled against his chest again, her head on his shoulder as she watched the curling mist float across the sky above them.

Then she felt his hand. His left hand, which had been idle on his knee when she'd turned to kiss him, now moved over her stomach, sliding across her shirt in a slower, more incendiary version of how he'd touched her back a few minutes before. She tensed, her muscles hardening beneath his hand, and he stopped, and began pulling away.

"No." Her voice was a bare whisper, hidden entirely in the roar of the waterfall. "More."

She glanced at him, but couldn't see his face. She could see his hands, and both were taut, unmoving.

She wound her arm under his bent leg and interlaced her fingers with his, creating an additional barrier to Stormfly's sight. "Please."

After a long moment, several slow and anxious breaths between them, Hiccup rubbed his cheek against her hair, and his hand slid over her stomach again. The same circular movement over her back that had calmed her before now had the opposite effect. Each slow traverse of his hand caused bubbles inside her body like she was the base of the waterfall, all roiling surf and turbulent waves.

Suddenly he removed his hand, and she was about to protest when she realized he was moving his prosthesis next to his leg, preparing to put it on. She glanced to her right, and as she expected, Stormfly was watching as closely as she was.

"Going somewhere? Running away?"

His answer was a short breath of laughter, and a quick shake of his head. "No, but…." His voice trailed off as he moved the straps into position and pulled the cuff of his leggings higher on his leg.

"Feel more comfortable with it on?"

He stopped, and turned his head to look at her. "Yeah."

"I get it. I feel the same way about my axe."

"And your knives?"

"Those, too." She heard in her own voice the smile that had grown across her face. She was relaxed, and content, for the first time in days. She reached out with her left hand and picked up one of the straps that held Hiccup's prosthetic against his leg. His movements, routine and fluid with practice, stuttered for a moment before continuing. He wasn't used to having help, but she'd watched him strap on his leg before, and knew how he did it. When he wrapped one strap around and reached for the other, she handed it to him, then lowered her hand to her waist, watching as he finished and lowered the cuff of his leggings over the connection where the wood and steel met his skin.

"Thanks."

"Any time," she said, trying to keep her voice light and fluid like the mist above them. She couldn't turn and kiss him. Nor could she move so she could touch more of his body, run the flat of her hand, or her tongue, over his skin the way she wanted to. She was limited in her options, and she didn't like it, but she recognized that the limitations heated her inside in a way she hadn't experienced before.

Hiccup moved his leg so his prosthesis was out in front of him, his leg extended but apart from hers. So often he tried to keep that part of him separated from her, and she knew that he worried that he'd hurt her, that the spear tip he used on icy or wet surfaces would do her harm, that he'd injure her without meaning to. It was weird: he knew she wasn't delicate, that she survived injuries, bruises and battle scars as much as he had, but when it came to the metal of his leg, he was afraid for her to be anywhere hear it.

So she deliberately extended her legs toward his, and stopped him from moving away.

She felt him shake his head. He was probably rolling his eyes at her, but she didn't care to turn her head to confirm whether that was true or not. Instead she shifted her body, a slow movement that slid her body against his. She missed his touch, and wanted more of it.

Then he moved his hand, and began again, the same gentle route up, over and down her stomach.

Beneath her shirt.

Great Odin, she was going to combust.

She'd touched him before, and he'd done the same, both accidentally and with deliberate purpose, but this was different. They were out in the open beneath a blurry, hot sky, where she had to keep still and silent under the watchful gaze of a dragon intent on keeping her from enjoying anything.

Whatever anger or frustration Astrid felt, it melted as Hiccup's fingertips moved over her stomach. He was left handed, a thought that made her smile, because it meant everything he was doing, it was with the attention and sensitivity with which he did anything important. He outlined the ridges of her muscles, following each one down to the waist of her leggings, which were old, and loose on her hips. He followed those same curves up to her ribs, using the roughened tips of his fingers, the smooth flat of his palm, and a steady intense pressure to repeat each movement. It was like he was tracing her, learning her by touch, mapping her body with his hand.

Astrid wanted to moan, to whisper to him, to make any sound to release the pressure building under her skin, but she had to bite back any indication that would alert Stormfly to what he was doing, what was happening to her, which only served to intensify what she was feeling. She knew he could feel the tension beneath his hand as she fought to stay quiet.

She settled for drawing in a slow, deep breath, and closing her eyes, tilting her face towards him.

She understood, suddenly, why he'd put his prosthesis back on. He must have planned this, or thought about it enough ahead of time that he would be wary, partially watchful of anyone disturbing them — viking or Nadder. For a moment, she felt the dark sting of fury and frustration building, because she wanted his focus entirely on her, but it faded when she realized that someone had to be paying attention to Stormfly, and it wasn't going to be her.

Not if he kept that up.

Everything around her was warmth - his skin, the sunlight that reached them through the clouds of moisture in the air, his breath against her temple. The heat coalesced into the connection of his fingertips and her body and, she realized as she shifted again, in the increasingly hot ridge that pressed against her back. She was on fire between two points of intensity, and she didn't want to move.

"More, please."

She felt more than heard his short tremble of laughter, the movement and subtle sound sliding into her skin, joining the flooding war of the heated frustration and peaceful languidness that filled her body. His hand whispered over her, almost tickling her, then returned to the same spaces with a firmer, almost forceful touch. Then his hand slid up, and didn't stop.

She wasn't wearing any bindings. He had to have known that, or so she thought, but when his hand brushed against her breast, he stilled. She arched her back slightly, reaching toward him. He seemed poised to withdraw, to move away, and she would have screamed in fury if he had.

But she'd asked for more - politely, even, which was to her credit, she thought, given how irritable she'd been earlier. So his hand slid over her breast, cupping the curve of it, then kneading slightly, prompting her to shudder. She turned her face into his neck and breathed in the scent of him.

"Do bindings hurt?" He whispered to her as his hand continued its exploration over her skin, as if he were reaching for the wrapped length of fabric that wasn't there.

"No," she answered after swallowing twice. Her mouth had gone dry. "But it feels really great to take them off."

He laughed softly, then slid his hand to her other breast, kneading, massaging, and exploring in a way that was both cautious and determined, that made her dissolve a little more inside. He moved from one to the other, learning the shape of her, the way she felt beneath his palm, the way his touch made her arch towards him.

She wanted to do the same to him. She wanted to slide her hand back to find the heat of his erection, to explore it instead of feeling it press against the small of her back, to make him writhe inside while he had to hold still, the way he was doing to her. But when she moved her arm, she heard the sound of claws on stone again, and stopped.

His hand stopped, too, the flat of his hand over her heartbeat, which seemed to be reaching for his touch as well.

She drew a breath, then another, keeping time in a way that felt agonizingly slow.

Astrid felt him turn his head, and then heard a quiet whisper, a breath of sound near her ear.

"You can't move."

She shook her head.

"I can."

His movements, the exploration of her body began again, and intensified. Now that she couldn't touch him, she was almost at his mercy, unable to reciprocate the way she wanted. It was agony and wonder, and everything about her was fire.

Then he pinched her nipple. She gasped and flinched, a fraction of movement.

He froze.

"Do that again," she said on a low breath. He did. Harder. Not so much that it hurt, but enough that she brushed past the edge of pleasure into something even more powerful. Her breast filled his hand, each stroke amplifying the chaos inside her as he lightly pinched, then drew her nipple between his fingertips.

He was going to kill her. Slowly. With one hand.

She didn't think she minded.

"Again. More."

He pinched, he teased, he stroked her, and the sensations that filled her body fell down inside her like the waterfall above their heads. She wanted to turn toward him, straddle his lap again so she could pull her shirt off, then his, and find out what it felt like to have his teeth, his lips and tongue do what his fingertips were doing now.

She wanted to ride her body over his, to feel the edge of his teeth on her skin, the pressure of his hands on her hips. But she couldn't. She had to remain still, concealing the torment inside her with slow breaths and clenched teeth, quiet gasps and whispered requests for more. Still more.

Astrid began to rock her hips against him, partly for her own relief, and partly to share the agony. She could feel how hard he was, the hot length of him pressed next to her spine. She wanted more of that, too, the thick pressure, the chance to learn and explore all of him with her hands, the way he was driving her mad with only one of his.

She hadn't had much opportunity, and that knowledge, or lack thereof, was beyond frustrating. She knew he wasn't indifferent to her - the opposite, in fact. She'd kissed him enough times, and felt his body pressed against hers to know she affected him. The other night, when she'd pushed him against a tree and had thought seriously for a moment about tying him to the trunk, she'd felt the evidence of his arousal like a brand against her stomach, but she'd been about to reach for him, to measure the hot length and breadth with her fingers when someone had caught his attention and they'd had to hurry away.

In the forge, during the storm, she'd felt even more when he'd pressed her back against the wall as the lightning struck nearby. It was one of her favorite fantasies, late at night in her room, when she was frustrated, curious, and eager to imagine what might have happened.

But only in her imagination had she touched him, explored with her hands what she'd felt with her stomach, her hip, or, like now, with her back. It wasn't nearly enough.

She wanted more, not just of his touch, but the opportunity to touch him.

And they were alone - or allowed to be alone - so rarely now. If they weren't being watched, Hiccup was being watchful.

She scowled, clenching her jaw in fury.

It wasn't fair.

She felt his breath against her ear, and then heard the low whisper of his voice.

"Do you want me to stop?"
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Astrid's answering growl caused a terrifying relief to pour through his body, a mix of hot and cold, confusing and powerful.

"If you stop, I will rip your arm off."

"Ok, then," he said, tilting his head to peek at her expression.

Her eyes were closed, her cheeks still red, only instead of the heated flush he'd seen earlier, her skin was a different shade, a lighter red that didn't look like anger. He saw a flash of blue as her eyes opened, then narrowed as she glared at him.

"You stopped."

She had no idea how difficult it was to think rationally while experiencing possibly the hottest, most consuming moment of his life, and she wanted his movements to be coordinated, too?

He moved his hand over her right breast, which seemed more sensitive, and he drew out her nipple between his fingertips again, pulling and pinching gently. Her response was the same: she arched her back, pressing herself into his palm, while pushing her hips against his erection. It was impossible not to reply; their subtle individual movements became a conversation of heat and desire. He pinched her again, with slightly more force, and she drew in a low breath and pushed back against him, shifting her hips so that the firm valley of her spine and the soft curves of her back moved across his erection again and again.

He leaned down to kiss her neck below her ear, and whispered. "You have to stop moving."

"Nope. Can't. Impossible." Her reply followed the same uneven rhythm as his breathing, as his heartbeat.

He slid his palm over her stomach, then back to her breasts. Her staggered breath, the tension of her mouth, the movement of her hips and the way she reached for him with her body: it was a language he was learning, a set of signals he understood and knew what to do with.

Behind him, Toothless let out a long, contented snore, completely asleep and utterly uninterested in anything but his nap. A black dragon on a scorching hot day resting in the shade of a waterfall could not be more happily oblivious. Meanwhile, Stormfly, who was just as inclined to nap, was trying her hardest to stay awake while not disturbing Toothless.

Hiccup idly ran his fingertips along the curving softness of Astrid's skin, feeling both the relaxation and the tension beneath grow. He had his leg on, so if he needed to move fast with little notice, he could. Of course, having it on meant he was partially aware of his surroundings, and unable to fixate his attention as much on what he was doing.

But he still learned more with each movement.

If he pinched harder for a split second, an expression of shock and craving moved across her face, and if he did it again, she gasped. If he tempered that movement with gentleness, firmly moulding and stroking her skin, exploring the softness and the heat of her, the tension beneath remained. He was tracing and learning by touch, by sound, by her reaction, seeing what she liked, what she wanted. But what she meant by "more" was a mystery.

He knew what "more" he wanted. He wanted more hours, more seclusion, more quiet spaces where no one was looking for either of them, and when no one noticed they were missing. He wanted a broad expanse of time without time being kept, where he could center his attention on everything he was doing.

That wasn't possible right then, and he wasn't sure how far he could go, or how far he wanted to go. He had a mind that wouldn't rest and unwind unless everything was perfectly set and there was nothing he needed to worry about, or attend to, or prepare for.

Right then, Toothless was asleep - deeply asleep, given the depths of his snores - and Stormfly was watching them, her eyelids drooping farther each time she relaxed her attention. But he needed to watch her, listen for wings above them, and make sure Toothless was asleep, while his mind wanted to forget all of it and concentrate on only one thing.

Astrid was concealed within his embrace for the most part, but he also couldn't identify what he should do next, if he should continue to explore and risk upsetting Stormfly or waking Toothless, or if he should stop.

He didn't want to stop. He didn't know what to do next.

Astrid whispered again, rubbing her cheek on the fabric of his shirt. "Please, more."

"Tell me." His request was quiet and honest. He wasn't trying to tease her, not with words. His hand, well, that was a different matter.

She answered his question low indrawn breath. "Tell you what?"

"Tell me more. I mean, tell me what more you want."

"I want to turn around, face you, do to you what you're doing to me."

Hiccup breathed a quiet laugh and shook his head. "Can't do that. We'd definitely have to stop then."

Astrid's answer was a low snarl, frustrated that she couldn't do what she wanted. He'd heard that sound before.

His hand still moved over her skin, but more slowly, trying to diminish the tension beneath his fingertips in the event they did have to disconnect from the torment they were both enjoying.

Well, he was enjoying it. He wasn't entirely sure about Astrid. "Do you want to stop?"

Her answer was immediate. "No."

So it wasn't just him.

Instead of speaking, she explained with movement of her own. She slid her hips away from him, and tilted her lower back, leaving her left leg out in front of her while bending her right leg to rest inside his. She reached for his hand, but her eyes were still closed. Only Hiccup saw that when her hand found his, she pulled his fingers slowly down her body, past her stomach, and beneath the loose and softened hem of her leggings.

He swallowed, then breathed in slowly once, then twice. He needed to think clearly, to figure out what to do, but his mind was a spinning maelstrom of sensation. The fierce heat of her skin, the softness, the alternating hard and gentle curves, and then the liquid fire within her. She guided his hand, pressing his fingertips along folds of skin that were slick and tempting.

A moment before, he'd learned enough to think a few breaths ahead, to plan what he might do next. Now, he was lost and unsure. She knew what to do, but he did not. He'd never touched her, felt the evidence of her desire the way she could so easily feel his when they were close. He wanted to explore, to look and see, and, Gods, to taste - but again, they couldn't move.

Not that much, anyway.

He fought his way through the tangle of his own thoughts, trying to remember the pages that he'd looked at for hours, to recall what was explained so he could try to match the images to what he felt. At the same time, he was watching Astrid's face, watching the minute changes of her expression to identify what she wanted more of, what she liked. His book had made it very clear to Hiccup that while men were relatively simple in sexual mechanics, women were much more complex. There were two pages of drawings about men, which Hiccup didn't really need.

For women, there were 8 pages of images, plus text, arrows and explanations in that language he couldn't read. He could recall the drawings he'd studied in his mind, but not everything he felt corresponded to the flat images he remembered - at least, what he could reach without moving and alerting Stormfly. What he felt didn't make a lot of sense to him at first.

He did, however, have the language of Astrid's expressions and reactions, in which he was slightly more fluent, but he could tell he wasn't getting it right. The texture of her skin, the searing heat and incredibly slick softness within her was fascinating, but his approach wasn't changing her expression and causing her to arch toward him like she had earlier. There was a furrow between her brows that he could see when he looked down at her face, which was turned toward his neck, away from Stormfly, away from the sun. Her body was more rigid than before, as if she were waiting, taut and tense, poised for attack or defense. She wasn't a fluid rise and fall of breath and movement as she had been. Her breathing more even, her posture almost subdued. She seemed more frustrated than he was now.

He much preferred the opposite, because the rush of wonder he felt at watching her body reach for his substantially eased his own torment.

He didn't know what to say, either.

He probably couldn't apologize: _I'm really sorry, but I haven't studied enough _wouldn't explain anything. He chastised himself for a moment, that he hadn't looked closely enough at the book, tried hard enough to translate the drawings that had such detail, all the labels he didn't understand -

Then he had an idea. "Show me."

"What?"

"Show me," he lowered his voice, a whisper becoming almost a growl, his lips near her ear. "Show me what you like."

She shuddered, then stilled, and he could tell she was at war with her own body's demands that she react and move toward him, fighting desire against her awareness that she also needed to keep from alerting Stormfly.

"Show me what you do to yourself. When you can't sleep." His voice was barely a breath of sound.

Her answer was a low gasp, rapid and uneven.

"Use me. Use my hand."

With a slow, deep breath that filled her body and brought her closer to him, she nodded.

"Show me what you want."

Astrid slid the fingers of her right hand away from his, and rested her hand on her abdomen for a bare moment. She had been clutching his fingers around his in an odd but illuminating rhythm, and he worried for a second that he'd lost one of the guides he'd been relying upon that told him that what he was doing was working.

Both of them stilled to listen for any reaction from Stormfly, neither one risking a glance to confirm that she hadn't seen their slight change in position. Hiccup's arm still rested over his bent knee, hiding them as much as he could, though his shirt sleeve was too short to provide a curtain.

He realized his shirt was damp, and not from swimming. Her movements against him, the heat surrounding them and his own reaction had made his skin slick with sweat, and his shirt was stuck to him. He couldn't risk pulling it away, but he forgot about the discomfort entirely when a stray thought flooded his mind.

What would it be like to feel her skin against his? Would they slide against one another the way his fingers slid over her now?

Probably.

He closed his eyes and took several slow breaths, clenching then relaxing his right hand. He felt like his mind was boiling over, unable to hold a single thought for more than a moment.

When silence, and not the sound of claws on stone, was the only response to the repositioning of Astrid's arm, she moved her hand. Placing her right hand over his left, she lined up their fingers. Slowly, through her example, Hiccup began to understand more of what he touched but couldn't see.

He felt the moment she took over, following a path that she knew intimately, but that he'd never traveled before. She guided him, placing her fingers over his, then around, showing him how to move across her skin, to dip into the heated pooling moisture and drag it over her, sliding and caressing repeatedly until their fingers could no longer hold still. Their fingertips pulled slick heat in a slow, sweeping circle, up and down, until the circle began to narrow, and he felt her subtly shift the pressure from a wider area to a specific ridge, a shifting peak that she'd stroke, then leave, then return to again.

He knew enough to know what he felt, what she was showing him, and he wished repeatedly he could move, use more than just a portion of his senses to learn what she knew so easily. But that would be for another time.

He whispered in her ear, his breathing low and uneven. "Is this what you do? At night?"

She nodded. His face was so close to hers, he felt more than saw her lips forming a slight smile.

"What do you think about?"

"Many things. Mostly you."

He nudged her with his bent leg. "Mostly?"

"Yeah. Mostly you. In a tree."

He laughed quietly, a breath of sound. "Surely there are better places than a tree."

"Here is good," she said, her words ending on a slow indrawn breath.

She guided his fingers between her own, changing the fluid circular exploration into a tighter, more determined focus. Their fingertips rubbed and stroked her, closer and closer, small circles widening then tightening, then widening again.

"I think about you," he said, his voice an even lower whisper in her ear, his face burning that he'd admit this out loud to her. But his words had the effect he'd suspected they would.

Her breathing had quickened, her chest rising and falling in an uneven, shallow rhythm.

He continued, eyes closed. "I dreamed about you the other night."

"Yes. More."

"Tell you more?"

Astrid nodded, her fingers laced tightly with his, guiding them together over and down and up, moving in rhythm in tight circles, then long, slow slides down and up.

Hiccup could barely recall what he'd been saying. "I don't remember much, but we were in the woods."

"See? Trees."

He laughed softly.

Then the low rasp of Astrid's whisper reached his ears and stopped his breath. "I think about the storm, in the forge."
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He stilled, heat surging inside him, his mouth going dry. "I…"

"I think about it. The storm. The lightning. All the time."

He thought he was the only one who still wondered about that night, about what might have happened. "So do I."

His answer sent a tremor through her body, her back arching then curling inward. Her whisper became a growl. "You were undressing me. If we hadn't been-"

"Interrupted?"

"Yeah. Stupid vikings."

Hiccup pressed his lips together to hold in his laughter.

"I wanted you… I wanted you to…."

The laughter vanished, like it had never been, and his lips found her ear. He spoke on low breaths, feeling her tremble. "What? You wanted me to what?"

"I wanted…

Her words dissolved into uneven breathing, a rhythm that was outpaced by his heartbeat, and by the rapid, focused moment of his fingers beneath hers. "Yes?"

"Up against the wall."

Hiccup was stunned. "Really?"

"Yes - I think about it…all the-"

She pressed against the edge of his index and middle finger, where the callouses were thicker, over and over, her hips subtly rocking into their hands with each thrust.

"Against the wall, in the forge?"

"Yes…." Her voice was a whisper and a moan combined, a low sound he didn't think he'd ever forget.

Hiccup, because that was how his mind worked, immediately began calculating the possibilities: which wall, how he'd stand, where she would be, what it would feel like.

Without thinking first, he whispered, "I'd have to press you pretty hard against the wall -"

Astrid's body twisted, her hand moving his tightly against that slippery ridge, the intensity making her gasp.

He was pretty sure he was reading her movements correctly, so he spoke again, low in her ear, the sound only existing in the infinitesimal space between them. "Hold you still, completely still."

Her fingers tightened around his, her movements a jagged stutter of pressure.

"You'd have to be quiet, so no one would hear us."

Her breath gasped in once, then held in taut silence.

"You wouldn't be able to move."

She was roiling torment within fragile stillness, her body tense, her heartbeat so powerful he could feel it against his chest like the thunder of the falls above them.

"I'd have to pin your arms above your head…."

Her mouth opened slightly.

"Press your body against the wood…."

A soft, ragged gasp was her only reply.

"And take you."

Her back arched, her fingers tightened around his almost painfully, and she pressed her lips together before gasping, breath rushing as if she'd just run to the top of the mountain and jumped off the summit into cold air. Her body curled in, then arched again. "Oh, _Gods_…."

Hiccup didn't want to blink or or breathe or miss any part of what was happening. His own desire and arousal a distant second to the shock and incredulity of watching Astrid, of learning the subtle rhythm that brought her to orgasm, feeling that same rhythm continuing within her body as she arched and then relaxed against him repeatedly.

It was amazing. He wanted to do it again.

Right then.

Immediately.

But he didn't move. He knew that he was incredibly sensitive… afterward, and wasn't sure if the same was true for her.

After a short while, her breath slowed.

Astrid squeezed his hand, their fingers sticky and slick, and brought his hand with hers to rest across her stomach. She turned her face so her forehead rested against his neck and sighed deeply.

"I'm going to get you for that," she whispered.

Hiccup laughed softly.

"I'm not kidding."

"I'm looking forward to it." He watched her chest rise and fall, and felt the mist cover them both behind a soft, cool breeze.

Then, Stormfly stood up, spread her wings, and squawked .

"Ugh, my chaperone has decided we've been lazy for long enough."

Hiccup wouldn't call it being lazy, given how much his mind spun with images and information, and how much of his body was tense and aching. But Astrid was right, and so was Stormfly. They'd been gone long enough that someone may have noticed their combined absence.

Stormfly's continued squawks and the rustle of her quills woke Toothless, who growled at her as he lifted his head. Stormfly didn't accept any of Toothless' grumbling, and chattered at him, sounding very annoyed.

Toothless, unimpressed, turned his head to look at Hiccup, who was still leaning against Toothless' side, just as Hiccup glanced over his shoulder at his dragon.

"Hey, Bud," Hiccup said, letting him know all was well. Toothless' eyes narrowed, and he purred low in his throat at Hiccup.

Then Toothless lifted and swung his tail around Hiccup and Astrid, so quickly that Hiccup had to bend his leg to pull the prosthesis away. Hiccup was confused for a moment, but understood the instant Toothless rested his tail on the ground, turned it, and extended his remaining fin into the air, fully hiding Hiccup and Astrid from Stormfly. Toothless then stretched his wings up and out, then lowered them slowly, causing a dark, private shadow to fall over them both.

Neither of them wasted the opportunity. Hiccup sat up, away from Toothless, as Astrid turned and straddled his lap, the wicked heat of her body meeting the aching hardness of his erection as she reached for his shoulders and kissed him deeply, her hands sliding in his hair, her mouth burning his.

For a few seconds, Hiccup thought his skin might have truly caught on fire. His hands curved over Astrid's hips, a familiar path he'd followed before, but this time, he pressed her body down onto his, causing a tighter and more intense pressure than he'd never experienced before.

Astrid was sensitive, or so it seemed, because she gasped then moaned softly into his mouth, a sound he wanted to taste as much as he wanted to taste every part of her. She slid against him, riding his body the way she'd said she wanted to, but Hiccup knew he wouldn't be able to orgasm in the moment they had. Stormfly was likely to scream any second, and he was too aware of everything surrounding them to ignore it, despite the heat that burned between them.

Toothless agreed, rumbling a warning that he'd hidden them long enough.

Hiccup moved his hands, sliding them up over Astrid's sides, the tips of his thumbs following the contours of her breasts before he framed her face, his hold gentle and careful. He knew how strong she was, how fierce her determination and how much she'd endured, how much she could handle. He probably knew better than anyone.

But the scorching exploration between them, the surging heat they experienced together that rose and fell like an unpredictable tide, that was fragile, and he treated her accordingly, not knowing if she liked it or even noticed, but unable to do otherwise.

"Time to go?" Her whisper blew softly across his lips, and he opened his eyes to see her looking at him, her gaze a little sad.

"Looks like it."

She brushed a quick kiss against his lips, one that was somehow both ferocious and tender.

"I _will_ get you for that."

"I _will_ look forward to it."

She smiled as she sat back away from him, shifting her weight to one side and sliding off his lap as Toothless lifted his wings, daylight filling the private space they'd held so briefly. Astrid stood and, reaching down, pulled Hiccup up beside her, holding his hand as she slid her arm around him and rested her chin on his shoulder. She looked relaxed and joyful, and he wanted to memorize the way she smiled up at him, a smile that was both familiar and new.

Next to them, Toothless stood up, stretching his legs out in front of him, bowing and yawning, wings high. Then he shook himself and wandered over to the pool for a drink. Astrid straightened her clothing and ran a hand over her braid, then knelt next to Toothless to splash water on her face and neck. Hiccup heard her talking to Toothless in a quiet but happy murmur.

Stormfly watched Hiccup warily when he turned and slowly walked toward her. He kept his hands at his sides, and followed the movement of her quills and her head carefully. She didn't look agitated or aggressive, but she wasn't relaxed, either.

Hiccup tried to keep his voice quiet, but firm. "Hey, Stormfly. What's going on? What's wrong?"

She answered with a rattle and rustle of her quills, and cocked her head to watch him with one eye.

When he was close enough, Hiccup lifted his right hand to touch her nose, allowing her to close the small distance in greeting. A moment later, Stormfly's eyes narrowed and she visibly relaxed. Hiccup was unsure of the reason until he felt Astrid's arms slide around him from behind.

"Hey, girl. No need to worry." Astrid's voice was gentle and kind, suffused with so much warm affection that Hiccup's cheeks began to burn, even though she wasn't talking to him. Astrid moved to Hiccup's side and rested her head on his shoulder. Keeping one arm around him, she reached out to touch Stormfly's nose, placing her left hand alongside Hiccup's before sliding her fingers to cover his hand with her own. "This is ok, see?"

Stormfly closed her eyes and nuzzled against their joined hands, chirping and settling her wings around her in contentment.

Hiccup didn't move, allowing Astrid to communicate with Stormfly in the way she thought best. Her instincts with her Nadder were rarely incorrect. "Think she'll keep pulling you away from me? And Fishlegs?"

Astrid snorted. "I hope not. There's not enough chicken in the world to distract her every time I go near you, or anyone else."

"We could find another way to un-train her," Hiccup said thoughtfully.

"Sure. I'll toss you into the sea and she can fish you out. Repeatedly. It worked for me."

Hiccup laughed as he slid his arm slowly around her to pull her closer, then turned his head to drop a kiss on her hair.

Astrid sighed, then looked up at the sun, which hadn't changed position much in the sky, but enough to let them know some time had passed. "Time to go," Astrid said, her arm tightening around him for a moment.

"Yeah. Back to work."

"I know my mother will be looking for me."

Hiccup frowned. "Want me to wait here awhile? I have to put Toothless' tail back on, so we'll be here for a bit, but I can take my time if you need."

Astrid dropped her arm and turned to face him, a determined expression and a very clever smile on her face. "No, I have a strategy."

"Of course you do."

Astrid paced and began explaining her plan, talking with her hands and arms as she usually did. Hiccup crossed to stand next to Stormfly, one hand on her saddle. He made sure Astrid's back was turned, then moved closer to and then away from her saddlebag. Astrid was sketching out a map of Berk with her hands in the air in front of her, but since he knew Berk from above as well as she did, he watched her hands, the movement of her arms, the curves of her body, and the droplets of water in her hair catching the sunlight.

"Are you even listening to me?"

"Every word."

She gave him a skeptical look, then continued. "So we're here." She punctuated their location with one hand, then illustrated two flight paths with the other. "I fly home straight through the mountain pass. You and Toothless can go in the other direction, away from Berk, then cross through the low tunnels, exit over the sea, and come in from the water. We'll end up arriving from opposite directions."

"I don't know. Toothless is fast, and so is Stormfly. We could easily have been together for hours despite flying home from different places. It's not like we have Gronkles. I'm not sure how long two routes home will fool people."

Astrid smiled at him over her shoulder, the curve of her lips wicked and hinting at many unspoken ideas. "It'll work for now."

Hiccup moved closer so she had to tip her head back a little to see his face when she turned around. So many years of being shorter than Astrid meant that when he saw how much taller he was now, it was still a little bit of a novelty. And he enjoyed it, not that he'd ever say that out loud. "You have other plans?"

"Of course I do."

"Care to share them?"

"At some point. When it's time."

His next words would have been harsh except for his relaxed, wry smile and the laughter that warmed his voice. "Is this some kind of a joke to you?"

Astrid wrapped her arms around him for a moment, leaned in, and kissed him briefly. "Never. I take this very seriously."

He laughed and ran one hand over her braid as her arms tightened, then released him. "See you tomorrow?"

"Yep. Sparring after lunch as usual?"

He nodded. "You know the meadow past the springs, other side of the pine forest?"

"I know exactly where you've been sparring," Astrid replied as she walked over to Stormfly, who hadn't made a noise of any kind when Astrid had her arms around Hiccup.

In one leap, Astrid jumped onto her saddle, and Stormfly took off, jumping off the rock straight into the air. They flew high and fast, turning toward Berk, until Stormfly shifted suddenly and flew back towards Hiccup.

Astrid stood up in her saddle, arms out. Stormfly turned at the last second as Astrid leapt off the saddle, landing on the stone in front of Hiccup and running into his arms.

"Forget something?" Hiccup's heart was pounding, amazed and terrified by what Astrid could do, and by the fact that she so often ran towards him.

"Yes," she said, crashing into him but not with so much force that she knocked him down. She reached up with one hand and brought his mouth to hers, a searing, open mouthed kiss that made his heart race even faster.

She pulled away and looked up at him, exhilaration and delight clear on her face. "Thank you."

He grinned back at her, his heart molten in his chest with equal joy. "Any time."

"See you tomorrow." She jumped out of his embrace and ran full speed toward the edge of the rocks, leaping into the air when they dropped away toward the ground below. With perfect accuracy, Stormfly plucked her out of the air and tossed her toward the sky. With an exuberant battle cry, Astrid landed in the saddle, and within a few breaths, she was out of sight.

Toothless bumped Hiccup from behind, then slid his head beneath Hiccup's arm. "Ready to go?"

Toothless grunted in reply, and Hiccup began the complex but familiar process of strapping Toothless' tail fin mechanism onto his body. By the time Hiccup was finished, and satisfied that it worked correctly, Toothless was impatient to be in the air already.

They flew off in the opposite direction, as Astrid had suggested, and though part of him was tense and unsatisfied, Hiccup relaxed as the rush of air and the knowledge of what he'd done made him smile into the clouds.

"Come on, Bud. Let's do some more exploring before we head home."
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Astrid landed on Berk next to the stables, and jumped off Stormfly's back with a happy sigh. She felt like the inside of her mind had been scoured with sand from the hot springs, removing any traces of bad mood and surliness and leaving only a relaxed, contented peace.

She had Hiccup to thank for that, she supposed, and felt her face begin to burn as her thoughts followed and then rapidly embellished her memory.

She shook her head firmly. Couldn't think about that.

Maybe later.

Definitely later.

After serving Stormfly a massive basket of fish and making sure to stroke her quills and wings, thanking her for being as wonderful as she was, Astrid turned to leave.

She was immediately yanked back into the storage alcove.

Stormfly didn't look up from her dinner, in part because Astrid didn't make a sound. She couldn't. A large, heavy, calloused hand had covered her nose and mouth while another hand gripped her upper arm and pulled her backwards into the shadows.

Astrid tensed, her muscles tightening, awareness of everything around her raising the hair on her arms, making the back of her neck tingle. Her axe wasn't within reach. Stormfly couldn't be alerted. This person was bigger, and in this position, stronger.

She just needed a moment, a loosening of her captor's grip for a second so she could turn, grab her knives and attack. So she obeyed the pull of whomever it was that had grabbed her, allowing them to pull her deeper into the shadows.

Then a low and vexed voice sounded in her ear, fully of annoyance. "Oh, Astrid, lass. What are ye about, heading into the square with your hair like that? Do ye want your mother to hear about it?"

_Sigrid?_

When the hand over her mouth pulled away, Astrid tried to spin around, drawing breath to yell at her aunt, but she stopped on a high squeak of pain, which Stormfly did hear. Stormfly flapped her wings and began to tense all the barbs along her tail as she tried to identify the threat to Astrid.

Sigrid stuck her head around the corner, into the light. "Oh, hush up, dragon, I'm not about to hurt Astrid. Go on with yer meal."

Astrid tried to step away, but couldn't. Sigrid had grabbed Astrid's braid in her hands and was pulling her back into the dark corner of the supply room by her hair. Which _hurt_.

"Sigrid! Ouch! Stop!"

Sigrid was not interested in hearing anything Astrid had to say. "You listen and you listen well, missy. Your mother is on a right tear, thinking you're up to something, and given the state of you right now, she'll likely know what you've been doing."

Strong hands pushed Astrid into a chair and stronger fingers pulled the tie from her hair. "Yer lucky, you are, that I thought to wait for you here."

"So you could yank my arm off and pull my hair? _Ouch_, Sigrid. Ease up!"

Sigrid dismissed that request with a long snort. "Got your kransen on at least, I see. Thank Odin for small favors."

If her cheeks weren't red before, they were burning like the yule bonfire now. "Sigrid!"

"Don't you '_Sigrid'_ me, Astrid. I'm on your side."

"Hard to tell since you're pulling my hair out."

Sigrid gave a sharp tug and a sharper smack to Astrid's shoulder. "Aye, you listen up. Your mother's not pleased with your long absence, not after you flew around Berk near naked like you did."

"Ouch! Sigrid - ow! I wasn't naked!"

"Near enough, and more than enough to set her off. Now she's been watching for yer dragon, waiting to see you home, lass, so you can bet you'll be hearing from her for awhile this evening."

Astrid's shoulders slumped, and she felt the impending embarrassment and anger like a burn that started inside and spread outward, covering her entirely. She had no reply to Sigrid. She clenched her jaw and stared at the leather studs on her skirt.

Sigrid's hands were brisk, pulling the coils of her braid loose. Then she removed Astrid's kransen and handed it to her, nearly dropping it in her lap.

Astrid felt like she was 8 years old, with Sigrid's hands trying to tame her hair while she played with her leather circlet. The metal studs were in the same places, but her fingertips traced over them one by one, checking that each embedded disk was still tight against the leather. The band itself was smooth and soft after so many years, but her fingers ran over the border, checking for ragged or frayed edges.

Sigrid had made it for her; she'd made all the others that Astrid had worn as she grew up. And as Sigrid unwound her hair slowly, her hands gentling their movements, Astrid's growing embarrassment melted a little under the kind touch of her aunt, who had always braided her hair, who had taught her how to braid it herself. The touch of her fingers, the tugging and plaiting, the rhythm of Sigrid's hands was deeply familiar, and Astrid remembered dark nights before the fire, her toes tucked under her nightdress, listening to Sigrid, her mother, Mornen, and sometimes silent Gothi, tapping her staff while the others were arguing and talking, filling their small home with voices and sounds. Someone was always cooking dinner or mixing herbs and potions, and Astrid could recall instantly, even amid the more unpleasant scents of the stables, the warm and welcoming smells that filled their house. All of the women in her family were involved in caring for their home and for Astrid, their arguments and affection mixed in equal measure.

Sigrid spread Astrid's hair over her shoulders, the long strands reaching past her waist, some covering her hands as they rested on her lap. She toyed with the ends, took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

"Is she really angry?"

"Your mother? She's not full angry, no. But she's not happy, either."

Astrid stared at the studs on her skirt again, trying to think of what she could say to explain her absence that wouldn't give her mother the chance to ask more questions. She was awful and sharp like that, listening to what you said then finding the hole in moments, asking questions that undid any attempts at deception with precision, identical to the skill with which she found weaknesses in an opponent's battle defense. Astrid had learned many of her own fighting skills from her mother, but had never had her ability to take an argument and shred it with one sharpened question.

"Ah, don't you worry. I have a plan."

"You have a plan?"

"Aye."

"You're going to… give her some herbs her so she sleeps for awhile? A week, maybe?"

Astrid heard Sigrid try to cover a laugh, then felt her hand tap her on the shoulder. "None of that, no."

"So what's your plan?"

"Were you with Hiccup?"

Astrid didn't know what to say. If she admitted that she had been, would Sigrid tell her mother? She knew she couldn't lie or prevaricate, pretend she hadn't been with him for as long as she had, or attempt to give a half answer. Sigrid would know.

In the end, she decided on the truth, and was inwardly very pleased that her voice was calm, that the one word she said didn't shake. "Yes."

"Mmm." Sigrid sounded both confident and pleased. "I figured ye had been. So what were you planning to say, then?"

"I hadn't thought about it."

"No?"

"I didn't know she'd been looking for me."

"After she lit her temper at you for flying around mostly naked, you didn't think she'd be awaiting your return? After more than one hour gone, and you off on a dragon?"

"I should have expected that, huh?"

"Aye."

Astrid swallowed a weak, tempting argument that popped into her mind, but would have accomplished nothing. "You said you had a plan?"

"Aye."

Astrid felt Sigrid wrapping and twisting her hair into a large braid down her back, so she pulled the strands she'd been holding forward and began braiding them into a plait to be added to the main coil. Sigrid didn't elaborate, and Astrid knew she couldn't be forced to say anything before she was ready. In the cool darkness of the storage area, Astrid tried to remain calm, to hold on to that blissful relaxed feeling she'd had a moment before. She found some comfort in the strength of her aunt's fingers, in the firm but familiar tugging on her scalp.

Reaching forward, Sigrid took the smaller braid from Astrid's waiting hand, and pulled it back. Then she finished rebraiding Astrid's hair, hiding the fact that a short time earlier, Hiccup had unwound everything inside her. On the outside, Astrid would appear as she always did, though inside, she had a lot of moments, and knowledge, and frustrations, to think about.

"There." Sigrid ran her hand along the back of Astrid's head, then reached forward for her kransen.

"I've got it." Pushing her bangs out of the way, she placed the leather circlet over her head, then turned to Sigrid. "Do I look presentable?"

"Better than that," Sigrid replied, looking very pleased with herself.

"So, you said you had a plan?"

"Aye. Hold out your hand."

When she lifted her palm, Sigrid dropped a dirty rag and a spoon into it. "What's this?"

"Cooking lessons."

"What?"

"You heard me."

Not this again. Dread, cold and thick, pooled in Astrid's stomach. "I thought…I thought you'd given up on teaching me to cook."

"Aye. I did."

Astrid stared at her aunt, confused.

"But yer mother, she doesn't know that."

Love and relief flooded Astrid as Sigrid's smile turned wicked and knowing. Astrid reached forward and hugged her aunt tightly. "Thank you."

"Aye, think nothing of it. But remember to find me some afternoons so I can tell you what you got wrong that day."

"Wrong?"

"Aye. Our stories have to match, after all. Wouldn't do to have you volunteering to cook a wedding feast by yourself based on my excellent teaching."

"I would _never_."

"Aye," Sigrid said with a fond smile, pushing Astrid's bangs away from her face. "I know."

Then Sigrid stepped away briskly, looking around the doorpost to see if anyone was near the stable entrance.

"I'll go back first. You follow in a bit."

"I should clean up after Stormfly now that she's eaten, but I'll be home in a little."

"Good. She'll still be steaming like the hot springs, but it'll look to me and to her like you haven't been up to anything much."

Astrid nodded.

"But, Astrid, lass…."

Astrid had already turned toward Stormfly's bed, but she looked over her shoulder and raised her brows.

"It was plain and clear when you landed that you'd been up to something."

Her face burned. Her neck and chest and even her hands felt like they were catching on fire. Sigrid noticed, and nodded. Was it Astrid's imagination, or did she look…proud? Her voice gave away nothing, but the expression on Sigrid's face was familiar, almost the same as the one she wore the single time Astrid had managed not to burn something during a lesson.

"See you at home." Astrid was again relieved that she managed to keep her voice steady.

"Aye."

Sigrid strode quickly out of the stables, but instead of hurrying, Astrid slowly made her way back to Stormfly's nest. Her scarf, the one Stormfly had stolen off her neck one winter years before, was wrapped around some of the straw, and her dragon was seated next to it, grooming herself. The food basin was empty, so Astrid washed it, then leaned it against the stone wall to dry.

"Stormfly, I think I'd rather deal with you than my mother now."

Stormfly chirped as she watched Astrid move closer with one eye, tilting her head and blinking to keep Astrid in sight. Then she lifted her wing and pushed Astrid closer to her saddle, which remained on Stormfly's back.

"What? No, girl, I wish I could go fly again. But you just ate, and my mother's expecting me."

Stormfly didn't move her wing. Instead, she extended it, trying to keep Astrid against her side.

"No, really, girl. I can't. I wish I could."

With a frustrated-sounding growl, Stormfly shoved her again, more forcefully this time, enough that Astrid lost her balance and fell against her saddle.

"What the - Stormfly, what are you doing?" Astrid felt herself growing angry, that yet again Stormfly was pushing her around, that yet another female trying to force her to do what they wanted. But when she put her hand on her saddlebag, she heard something rustle inside.

"What's in here?"

Astrid wasn't sure, but she was pretty certain Stormfly had rolled her eyes before she looked away. Great, Astrid thought to herself. Dragon sass.

She opened her saddle bag, the one she used for long or overnight trips. It shouldn't have had anything in it, but there was a folded piece of paper, torn on one side. When she saw it, her heart sped up, and she instinctively looked to see if anyone was around, in the stables or just landing outside.

Only one person gave her anything on paper.

Astrid waited, listening, making sure she was alone, then she reached in and pulled the folded paper out, pressing it against her body as she looked again over her shoulder to make sure no one had come into the stables.

Then she walked around Stormfly so she stood on the far side of her dragon, with Stormfly's body and wings between her and the door. It was a small portion of privacy, given how busy the stables were at the end of the day, but it was better than what she'd find at home, or anywhere else on Berk. And she wanted to be alone before she lifted the fold to see what was inside.

Paper was so precious, so expensive. The fact that Hiccup had so much of it was an indication of his position in the tribe as the chief's son, and also of his priorities. He didn't spend much on weapons or jewels or even food when traders came, unless he purchased something for her. But paper…. Every trader who dealt with Berk knew that they'd find a customer eager for paper and ink, and able to purchase a lot of it, if Hiccup was around when their ship docked in the harbor. He didn't treat his paper as if it were a frivolous purchase, either, and often reused sheets over and over, drawing on the front and the back, and sketching additional ideas and notes in the margins.

This page had nothing on the back. It was entirely blank, folded corner to corner, and creased diagonally from the trip hidden inside her saddlebag. She felt a spear of guilt that she'd ruined the smoothness, even though she hadn't known it was in there.

After checking once more to make sure she was alone, and not about to be disturbed, she lifted the fold.

At first, she didn't know what she was looking at. It was a weird sort of line, rounded on two sides, with shading falling away from it. Was it a hill, or a path through two mountains?

She looked again. Was he trying to tell her to meet him somewhere? He'd been better off drawing a map. She knew how to read those much better than…whatever this was.

Astrid tilted her head, unconsciously echoing Stormfly's movements, and turned the paper in her hand.

Then she gasped.

It was her.

Her back, specifically.

He'd drawn the curve of her back, probably when she'd been flying on Stormfly after jumping into the water and being fished out that afternoon. Her shirt was barely there, just a few lines that showed how her shirt had stuck to her skin. Beneath it, shaded haphazardly yet so clear, her spine curved from her shoulder to her waist. There was a hint of her braid flying in the wind, the shadow of her arm on one side. But the center of the drawing was a part of her body she'd never seen, and now saw through Hiccup's eyes, through his drawing of what he saw when he looked at her.

She hadn't realized her spine could look so… erotic. And she knew that he if drew pictures of her, he usually burned them if he didn't like them, or if he didn't want anyone to see.

This one, he'd hidden and given to her.

Her cheeks were flushed, and she felt heat like sparks from a woodfire collecting in her belly. He'd drawn her body, the curve and strength of it, so clearly she could almost touch it, follow the lines and expect them to be three-dimensional. But she didn't dare bring her fingertips near the paper. She'd smudge the charcoal.

She glanced up again, then peered closely at the drawing, allowing herself one long look before folding it away and hiding it in the small satchel attached to her belt.

She had to find a place to hide this, one her family would never think to look in, or accidentally discover, because she had no intention of burning it so no one would see. She wanted to look again, later. And more after that.

Plus, she thought as she headed home beneath a high sun in a summer evening sky, she had two reasons now to plot a pleasant revenge on Hiccup.

She smiled. Sparring tomorrow was going to be a terrible amount of fun.
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Hiccup faced a long morning after a longer, overheated sleepless night. The heat still embraced Berk, like one of the gods had encircled the island, refusing to let the wind blow the warm air away, or mix cool air with the thick stillness to allow relief. It was hot, everyone was sweaty and tired, and life went on, albeit more grumpily. There was still plenty to do.

There were patrols, and lessons, flight time and more patrols, then a council meeting called by his father to discuss what more they could do to keep everyone as safe as possible. It was so hot during the day that the older villagers, even Gothi, were sleeping for hours, only waking up briefly when the sun made a benign gesture at the horizon. There was no chance of it setting for weeks yet. Once again Hiccup's knowledge of dragons was helpful, though it took him a few minutes to think of a diplomatic way to say what had occurred to him, since he didn't think Gothi or anyone else would like being compared to a sleeping dragon.

"If they sleep during the warmest part of the day, and they aren't ill or confused when they wake up, I don't think we need to worry. The dragons have been doing that for over a week, and are more active after dinner, when it's a little cooler."

"Aye," Hoark said from the far end the long table. The great hall smelled of mead, of sweat and fish, and it was too hot for that many people to be inside it. Even though it was carved out of the mountain and usually the coolest place to gather, the warmth outside seemed to have baked into the stone walls, heating the room from within. So Hoark spoke quickly. "I don't think we need to fret about it. My da has been sleeping most afternoons, but he wakes up for his drink quick enough."

The other vikings in the room laughed, nodding their heads, some preparing to stand up to go, thinking the meeting was over. Stoick's voice froze them in place.

"Right then. That's settled. One last thing: fires. It's hot, and there hasn't been rain in awhile, so keep eyes on the horizon for any traces of smoke. No campfires in the woods, and no cook fires unattended, especially now. Spread the word."

Then, with a single nod, Stoick dismissed the council. Hiccup hadn't undone his flight suit, so he was sweaty and eager to leave, but he couldn't push his way through the slow moving viking crowd heading for the door, no matter how much he wanted to. Thus Stoick caught him as he turned to go.

"Hiccup."

There were many ways Stoick could say his son's name. It used to be most often filled with outrage and anger, sometimes disbelief, but not so much anymore. Their relationship had balanced itself better, and Hiccup more frequently felt that his father actually heard what he said, and more importantly listened. They hadn't yelled at each other in a long time - so the stern rumble in his father's voice stopped him.

"Dad?"

"Where are you off to." It wasn't a question. He was asking in statement, as if he already knew the answer, and wanted Hiccup to confess — a familiar tactic Hiccup had heard used all too often in years past. _Where did you get the catapult. Why are the houses on fire. _

Hiccup swallowed down the outraged rebellion that led him too frequently to speak first and think later. He hadn't done anything egregiously wrong in a long time, nor had the two of them had a conversation that left both of them confused and awkward around one another. There'd been a few talks lately that ended with Hiccup angry or annoyed at his father, but not many.

Hiccup looked up at his father, observing before answering. Stoick looked tired. More than tired. He looked rumpled with exhaustion, with bags under his eyes, which weren't entirely open. His beard wasn't as neatly braided, and much of his hair was stuck to the back of his neck in dark red slashes that trailed down his back. When the light changed as Stoick moved closer, Hiccup could see whorls of white salt on the leather of his tunic. Had he not been home to change?

Remembering that his father expected an answer, Hiccup cleared his throat. "Oh, um, yeah. Well, I have to, uh, head over to the academy, check on everyone there. And then, uh, battle practice, I think."

"Tuffnut?"

Hiccup poised on the edge of a decision: to lie or tell the truth, and therefore invite a longer, more frustrating conversation. In the end, he stayed on that edge and tried not to make either choice.

"I think, though he may have things to do."

"Mmmmm."

"Yeah, so, I, uh, better… better go, then."

"Hiccup."

Again with the statements that could have been questions but weren't. Clearly Stoick was fishing for something. Hiccup blinked, inwardly cursing himself. He should have just gone with the truth. "Yeah, dad?"

"I saw Astrid. Heading into the woods."

"O…k?"

"Are you sparring with her?"

Well, as far as questions went about what he may or may not be doing with Astrid, Hiccup thought, that was one he could answer and not turn instantly, deeply red like he'd been out in the sun too long. "Oh, um, yeah - Tuff said he thought we should practice close combat as well as staves."

"Mmmhmm."

Not for the first time, Hiccup thought about hollering at his father to just speak already. But no, the same technique had worked for Stoick for far too long: big guy, folded arms, deep voice, red hair, add angry glare and rumbling growl as needed, and whoosh, out came the confessions and apologies. It worked on Hiccup, too, most of the time.

Stoick didn't elaborate, so Hiccup turned to leave. "So, uh, I better be-"

"Hiccup. You know your responsibilities."

_Oh, not this again. _Hiccup swallowed another angry reply that rose too quickly, and took a breath.

Then he turned around and looked his father in the eye, something that was a lot easier now that he was taller. He didn't think he'd ever be able to look down on his dad, but he was catching up. His voice was calm when he spoke. "What do you mean?"

Stoick's eyes widened, and if Hiccup wasn't mistaken, he paled a little, too. Then he glared, probably compensating for the momentary shock. "Hiccup."

"Dad." Hiccup counted slowly in his mind, his face open and guileless, keeping his hands relaxed in front of him, knowing his father looked for him to make a fist or curl his fingers around a pencil in frustration. It was a signal that Hiccup was angry, and he fought to hide it.

But he wasn't angry, he realized. He was annoyed to be detained by a conversation where his father only said one word at a time, but he wasn't mad. If anything, Stoick looked frustrated that Hiccup had questioned _him._ He took a step closer to Hiccup and rubbed his hands together.

That wasn't a good sign. Stoick rubbing his hands together meant he had to do something that he didn't want to do, or wasn't comfortable with.

"You know your responsibilities. With Astrid."

"Dad, I don't-"

"Hiccup. This isn't funny."

Hiccup stood a little straighter, and glared for a moment, the sting of his father's words pushing his temper. "I'm not laughing."

"You know the consequences."

"The consequences." Hiccup furiously kept his mind thinking of fighting, of sparring, flying or battle, and not at all anywhere near the terribly vivid memories of what they'd been doing the day before.

"This isn't a joke, son."

"Dad. I don't know what you're-"

"Yes, you do."

Hiccup stared, freezing his face in what he hoped was a glare, and not a look of shock or fear. Had someone seen them? Had someone seen her? Was she ok? Had her mother gone to Stoick? She couldn't have - all of Berk would have heard, and Stoick would be injured. He didn't appear to be limping, and there were no visible bruises.

So Hiccup gambled, something he did with greater ease where his father was concerned. "Dad. You know she can kill me. We're sparring. She's probably going to break at least two of my bones within the hour."

Stoick held Hiccup's gaze for a long, painful moment. Hiccup could feel sweat trickling down his back, and fought to keep his expression neutral, to not clench his fingers or betray himself.

Then Stoick turned away with a chuckle that sounded so false, so forced, it broke the surface tension between them and created more beneath. "Aye, that's probably true."

Hiccup grabbed his chance and started walking toward the door, forgetting that his father could easily keep up with him. Where was Toothless so they could fly out of there? Probably napping again, given how hot it was.

The light was blinding when they stepped out the doors of Meade Hall, with a heat so powerful, they both took a half-step back, like the sun had pushed them.

"See you later, Dad," Hiccup said, turning toward their home so he could get his staff and leave some of his flight armor in his room.

"Hiccup?"

Hiccup turned, surprised. An actual question of his name.

"Yeah, dad?

His father smiled, a confusing but honest blend of pride, suspicion, and knowing mixed in his expression. "Good luck."

…

When he arrived a short while later, Astrid was waiting. She was seated on the edge of a rock in the shade that edged the meadow, sharpening her axe, one leg swinging from beneath her.

Hiccup's first thought, right after the familiar tightening in his chest that happened every time he saw her, was that she looked beautiful. Then he wondered if she would look at him differently, if she would act differently - or if he should. He wasn't sure what to do.

It was probably fifteen steps across the meadow, maybe twenty if he was shortening his stride, and with each one he felt his frustration with his father mixing with the anticipation of talking with Astrid, of sparring with her, of what might happen.

Of course, that's when his imagination conjured up his father's voice in his mind, vivid and instant. _Responsibility_._ You know the consequences._

Hiccup clenched his jaw a moment. Like he didn't know what that meant. He had enjoyed a moment of shameful pleasure that Stoick still didn't know how to talk about anything having to do with sex, and that he knew his father wouldn't, or couldn't, elaborate on his warning.

All the same, Hiccup did know what Stoick's warning was about. Don't get caught. Don't do something stupid. Don't treat Astrid in a way that would compromise how others treated her.

That last thought made him tighten his jaw again.

He looked up, and the sun glinted off Astrid's hair, a flash of silver against the nearly white blonde braid resting on her shoulder. The sun had lightened her hair, he realized. She'd rebraided it, too, and it looked different.

She raised her head and smiled as he approached. She looked more relaxed, he thought. Her shoulders were back, her smile easy and warm. She was still sharpening her axe, and as he drew closer, he realized she probably looked relaxed because she was surrounded by an arsenal.

How much had she carried to the meadow, half of her weaponry? He counted quickly. No, it could only be a small portion of it. Leaning against the rock next to her were two staves, one that looked to be entirely wood and another with metal spears on the ends. Next to that was her sword, and a narrower metal spear she used for target practice. Below, resting in the grass, was her throwing axe, which he'd made for her… Hiccup frowned briefly. Had it been a year or more since he'd built it? It seemed like a lifetime ago, and yet recently enough that he could remember so many things that had happened, that had changed between them, indelible in his memory like they'd just happened.

Then Astrid stood and leaped into the air, landing on the grass in front of him. "You're late."

"Council. And my dad." Even with residual confusion and annoyance from his conversation with his father, the fact that she leapt towards him, that she dove off a dragon into his arms or jumped into the air when he approached, filled him with a quiet joy that felt buoyant in his chest, pushing his exasperation aside.

She didn't greet him with a touch or a gesture, but she stood so close to him, he could pick out individual shades of blue in her eyes as she looked up at him, her brows wrinkling.

"Council? In the middle of the day? Everything good?"

"Yeah. Old people sleep too much and we need to be careful of fires, basically."

She turned and walked next to him as he moved into the shade to drop his satchel at the base of a tree. "That doesn't sound too bad. So why are you so irritated?"

He turned, frowning. "Me?"

"Yeah. Why the bad mood?"

"How can you tell?"

"Tell what, that you're irritated?"

"Yes."

She rolled her eyes at him. "Hiccup. You were holding on to the strap of that bag like it's got a dragon in it and it's going to fire at you and fly away. The knuckles of your other hand are white and that staff is going to crack any second. Plus, you're glaring at the dirt and digging your leg into the ground as you walk. The metal one."

He stared at her. She noticed…him? That closely? She noticed all of that and recognized it?

The same thought must have entered her mind as well, because she blushed and looked away at the treetops beside them before looking back and shrugging half-heartedly, a more uncertain expression on her face.

"You're right," he said after a moment. His mouth had gone dry. "I was irritated. Am. Or, was. Not now."

Astrid's smile reappeared, and she took his staff from his hand. "Either way, good fuel for battle, right?" She spun the weapon between her fingers, balancing its weight on the back of her hand, tossing it lightly then spinning it over her shoulder, then behind her.

Hiccup glanced at the sky, which was a pale blue overhead like the heat had leached the color out of it, and pulled off his overshirt. It was already too hot, so better to start in lighter clothing. When he glanced at Astrid, she was staring at the short sleeves of his undershirt, a thoughtful, almost predatory expression on her face.

"What are you plotting?" He smiled easily and took the staff from her hand.

"Nothing." Her answering grin was quick and seemed genuine, but she still glanced at his chest and shoulders with narrowed eyes before going to pick up her own weapon.

Hiccup moved into the sun and faced her, his weapon across his body, his stance relaxed but ready. "Same rules?"

"I don't know. What were Tuffnut's rules?"

"He didn't have any. I made them up."

"Ah."

"Any tap is a point, first to 5 wins. Five matches total."

"Any fouls?"

"None yet." Hiccup smiled at her, at her eagerness to fight.

She flew towards him again. "Then let's go."
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Hold.

Parry, dodge left.

Jump further.

Spin, then thrust.

Missed.

He'll hit high next- no, low.

Wait… wait… no.

_Now._

Parry, block, dodge left. He's stronger on the left.

Should hit right.

Spin left, duck, thrust and tap.

Missed again.

Keep the sun behind. Though his hair shades his eyes. It won't bother him.

He has a lot of hair. How is it not-

Stop.

_Stop. Focus._

Dodge again.

Spin and attack.

Behind, then front.

Reach….

Tap on the shoulder - one point for her.

The sun was high above them, and offered no shade unless they stopped and walked off the field. The staves were not that heavy, but the effort of studying one another's technique, observing positions and likely attack patterns, and holding enough distance to craft a new strategy in the moment between strikes made them both sweaty within minutes. Astrid's bangs were wet, and her grip was loose, since holding on too tight with slick hands was how mistakes were made.

She'd won the first point but not easily. What she'd assumed would be his weaknesses were more difficult to break past, and she was more determined to win, to find any possible opportunities to score.

After an unspoken but mutually agreed upon break, both of them wiping their faces and taking a moment to catch their breath, Hiccup spun his weapon through his hands and faced her.

"Ready?"

"Absolutely."

This time, instead of attacking, she held position, staff pointed toward the ground, her legs bent. The mostly defensive posture threw him for a minute. She could see his eyes widen a fraction before he focused.

His eyes tracked everywhere, all over her, but in no discernible pattern or repeated path. What was he looking for?

What was he looking at?

She spun slowly, waiting for him to move in, to attack, but he didn't. His position mirrored hers, staff held loosely in his hands, with the end slightly higher than hers, but still aimed toward the ground.

If she lifted and spun, he'd tap her as she turned.

When was he going to attack?

Come _on_ already.

She could wait. She could wait all afternoon, really. Her chores were done, and Sigrid had told her what they'd be "cooking" that day, so she had a few hours before anyone looked for her.

Slowly she moved in a circle away from him, comfortable moving backwards because she knew everything around her, knew there were no obstacles. She only needed to watch him, figure out his next move.

Wait.

His leg. The metal. He'd pivot on that leg.

So if he's - there.

Her eyes narrowed, and she attacked, spinning to her right and raising her staff as -

She felt and heard the tap against her shoulder.

_Thor_ _damn it._

She'd left her back vulnerable when she turned.

It was 1 to 1.

Astrid didn't break this time, and launched back into an offensive strike which surprised him but not enough to allow her a point. The air around them filled with the soft whistle of the spinning wood, the harsh staccato of staves striking one another, and the louder rush of breath as they sparred. There weren't many long pauses of silence, as Astrid was determined to remain on the offensive, and to her annoyance, she found that Hiccup's defensive skills were tough to break.

Spin and reach to tap.

Reach.

Slipped on the grass - spin again.

Missed.

Hold, lever into the ground.

Wait - jump over his low attack.

Easy.

They broke apart, circling, watching one another, watching the tips of their weapons for signs of movement, wary and alert.

Tuffnut had definitely taught him moves she wanted to learn. How had he reached so far so quickly to tap her shoulder as she spun? Her eyes narrowed.

Spin and jump.

Ha! He didn't expect that.

Again.

He stumbled.

Good, now other side.

Tap! Another point!

"Nice one." Hiccup was breathless, and took several steps away from her, lifting the hem of his shirt to wipe his face.

She should have looked away to avoid being distracted by her heartbeat, which of course sped up by an embarrassing amount, but she didn't.

The match continued, each scoring points off the other so that in most cases, they were tied until someone reached five hits. One match took quiet awhile, and Astrid felt herself sliding into the comforting and familiar state battle focus, her attention targeted on the fight in front of her, and beneath her fingertips.

Sometimes she saw Hiccup as an opponent, faceless and adversarial. But then his eyes would come into focus, the concentration and fierceness of his mouth causing her breath to stutter a moment, interrupting the strategy she developed as she watched his movements. She could predict where he'd hit next, but only sometimes.

They stood, poised, her staff high, his low diagonal across his body, the end nearest her close to the ground.

Her eyes jumped from the staff to his hands to his eyes. His eyes might tell her where and when his next move will be.

Don't look look at the staff. That allows him a chance to get a hit.

In the middle of the second match, Astrid grew angry at herself for being distracted by his eyes and allowing him a point. She caught herself hoping he'd pull off his shirt. It was difficult to balance strategy tactics and adversarial analysis - which her brain did instinctively within seconds - with the desire for a slower perusal, to look at Hiccup and enjoy the coiled strength, to study the shifts of his muscles as they battled. It was even more difficult to shut off her imagination, which was much more interesting than her battle strategy and always at the worst possible moments.

It was a game, but it wasn't. And she was increasingly angry at herself for her own vulnerability, her inability to control her attention as much as she liked.

So she drew on that fury like a volatile fuel, pushing herself through the second match, which Hiccup won, and into the third.

It began with a long stretch of wary defensive circling, each of them watching intently, not moving to strike unless the other moved first.

Then Astrid scored three points in rapid succession, the last one tapping hard enough that he jumped back.

"Sorry."

"No need to be sorry," he said with a shrug, flexing and bending his arm and rubbing his shoulder. His biceps caught her attention when they began again, the curving shadow that formed when he stretched, and he managed to get a tap on her leg while she was correcting her balance. In her fury at herself, she scored another point, but was careful not to strike too hard.

The final point took longer but it went to her. She'd won the third match.

They took a longer break, moving into the shade beneath the pine trees ringing the meadow's edge. Leaning against the same tree, they shared the water Hiccup pulled from his bag. The sky was still a bleached, pale blue, though it did seem a little cooler. Maybe the heat was finally going to leave. All that heat and tension was exhausting.

Hiccup nudged her with one arm, and passed a small packet of dried fruit - all the kinds she liked best. She smiled at him and, leaning her head back on the trunk of the tree, closed her eyes. There was a special sort of peace, of tranquil relaxation that she felt when she was with him. She could tell him anything and he'd understand, and if he didn't, he'd listen and ask questions. She knew him more intricately with each season that passed, and often her mind processed strategy with him in much the same way she approached sparring. There was the immediate step, the action that had to be taken, then the reaction to consider, and the step after that. In sparring, it was the balance and rebalance defense and offense.

But with Hiccup, it was knowing what needed to happen, or what should happen, listening to Hiccup's perspective, and figuring out what came next together. He was right that he needed to practice with weapons that required close fighting, in part to defend himself and in part to….

Well, he had to know. Astrid opened her eyes, frowning up at the pine needles that spread out above her in a myriad collection of dark green fans that filtered the sunlight. It was part of being a viking, she supposed. Fighting was a way of life - an occupational hazard, as Stoick liked to call it. There were raids, enemies, dragons that might not be easily trained, fights between vikings who couldn't take an axe to the head as a negative answer.

He just… had to know how to do it.

But he knew that. And she was a little surprised and more pleased that he was pretty good. Better than good.

His voice scattered her thoughts in a million directions. "Ready to continue?"

"Sure am," she replied, standing and reaching down to pull him up next to her. But when she turned to reach for him, he was already standing, and the back of her hand bounced off his shirt. "Oh! Sorry about that."

Hiccup rubbed his stomach with a half smile. "Not a problem."

They walked into the sun, both squinting against the harsh light.

"Staves are not my favorite weapon," she said, balancing hers in one hand, then tossing it from one hand to the other.

"No?"

"Not really, no. Sword versus staff is more my style - if I have the sword."

"Want to switch? Better for me to face you with your strongest weapon."

"That'd be my axe."

"True," Hiccup replied with a frown.

"But axes are a one-shot weapon most of the time. Throw it and make the throw count. I can hack my way through things with it, but I wouldn't use it in battle unless I were sighting a target farther than arm's reach away from me and Stormfly."

"Right." Hiccup's voice was quiet, distracted, and his eyes had taken on a faraway, unfocused look.

"Hiccup."

His lips moved slightly.

"Hiccup!"

He flinched. "What?"

"I could have scored ten hits on you and you wouldn't have noticed."

"No, I would have noticed. You don't go easy on me."

She smiled at him, unrepentant. "That's true. And it's not like you mind."

His smile answered hers, warm and content. "No, no, I don't. Though…."

When his voice trailed off and he didn't continue, Astrid wanted to hit him on the head. Hard. "What?"

"I could design a weapon that included an axehead, but could be used in close combat."

"Design later. Fight now."

He shrugged, a wry smile on his face. "You're the boss."

They took position, and began to circle one another again, eyes glancing from weapon point to face to arms to weapon again, gauging the other's next move.

Astrid was the first to break the silence. "What's your best weapon?"

"Me?"

"Yeah, you. Is there someone else here?"

"Funny."

"I am. It's true." She reached forward, the end of her staff meeting the midpoint of his as he dodged her attack and used the momentum of his body to push her back. She regained her balance, then looked up at him. "So?"

Hiccup frowned, watching her carefully, probably thinking that she was trying to distract him. He wasn't wrong about that, but she genuinely did want to know what he considered his strongest weapon.

"Probably bow and arrow, or crossbow. Distance and aim."

"Yeah, I can see that."

"I mean, if you want to challenge me on that, I can go hike for awhile, climb a tree and shoot at you."

Astrid's laughter echoed against the stone cliffs beyond the meadow. "No, but thanks for the offer."

His smile, relaxed and open, made her laugh again.

"I do like the way you think, though."

They circled slowly, and then the silence was broken by the sharp strikes of staff against staff, grunts and low curses as they continued to try to score points off one another. It was longer and longer between points, both of them growing tired but unwilling to stop.

The Astrid noticed he was frowning at her.

"What?"

Hiccup's eyes narrowed, and his look became curious. Their positions paused but remained active in subtle but visible shifts in strength and defense, neither stepping back to stop the match, or giving quarter.

"Hiccup. What?"

He glanced at her, then at her staff, then back at her face.

His expression made her step back, out of combat, though she raised her staff in case he was trying to trick her. "Is something wrong?"

"No."

"Then why are you looking at me like that?"

"You don't try to hit my leg."

She recoiled, disgust flooding her, followed by anger. "Ugh. Why would I attack your leg?"

He advanced, his mouth taut and determined, and she backed slowly in a circle away from him. Astrid sent her staff spinning faster and faster, changing direction from hand to hand, but he didn't look away from her face.

Then he moved, so swiftly she barely had time to pivot. He dropped his weight onto his metal leg, sweeping his other leg towards her, his staff following to try to knock her off balance.

"Like that?" He jumped away, striking forward with the sharp end of the staff, both legs beneath him again.

She parried his strikes but wasn't able to make any of her own. "Yes, like that. Why would I do that?"

Then she flipped past him, landing on one leg and sweeping her staff in an arc across the grass, bending each green blade as she swung toward Hiccup's leg. He evaded her easily.

"Hiccup. That's the first thing an opponent who doesn't know you would do. You're too smart for that. You probably practiced that first."

His ears were turning red, but his voice sounded mostly normal, though he was slightly out of breath. "Good point."

They continued sparring, the intensity building and declining in even waves until he struck down from above with his staff and she blocked him, crossing hers against his. They held the position for a breath, then another, and another, neither wanting to yield.

Then she turned beneath his outstretched arms and into his body, knowing it would knock him off balance. Her back brushed against his chest and she felt him stagger. Then she tilted her staff to lightly tap him on the head. "Point's mine."

She jumped away from him. When she looked over her shoulder, he was shaking his head at her, but he was smiling.

He lowered his stance and prepared to battle. This was what she knew. Battle was a serious issue for every viking, and especially for Astrid.

But now, after talking with him, seeing some of the technique he'd learned, she didn't want to fight as much. It was hard to focus suddenly, hard to fight someone she didn't actively want to hit. Not too hard, anyway. Sometimes, she'd wanted to knock him sideways, especially if he did something dangerous or stupid, or went off to do either and didn't bring her along. If that happened, she wanted to hit him until he passes out.

Right then, she didn't want to hit him at all, even though she had a nice selection of her arsenal in the grass nearby. The sun had darkened the freckles on his shoulders, and his hair was sweaty, his skin gleaming. She wanted to tap each freckle with her fingertips, run her hands through his hair and taste the salt on his skin.

She tightened her grip on her weapon for a moment, and bit her lips to keep from laughing at where her thoughts had suddenly turned.

"What are you smiling about?"

She shook her head. She couldn't say out loud that she'd been thinking about… alternate staves he might have hidden away, but still nearby.

"Come on, what's going on?"

She shook her head again, and with no warning, he reached forward, grabbed hold of the end of her staff, and pulled her towards him. She hadn't anticipated the move, and was immediately off balance, but with the strength of his arms, he continued pulling her forward, then pivoted to push her staff to the side and catch her when she stumbled. She landed sideways against him, and he supported her weight easily until she stood up again.

"What was that? You didn't tell me you could do that!"

"Why would I tell you? Never reveal everything to your opponent, right?"

"Even to me?"

"Especially to you." His voice dropped as he spoke, and she saw him glance at her lips, then immediately look back at her eyes. "You're my toughest opponent. You know my weaknesses, my strengths… and more of my weaknesses."

His voice was wry and self-deprecating and her rejection was instant, accompanied by a glare. "You're not weak."

Fury bubbled in her veins and her skin burned hot for a moment. Why would he say that? She wanted to hit him again, for real, hard enough to put him to sleep and wake him back up again. But she didn't move, didn't step out of his embrace, her weapon forgotten in one hand.

"You can probably kill me, Astrid."

"I can definitely kill you, Hiccup. But you're not weak. You can kill me, too."

"Not likely."

She smiled slowly as wicked, tempting thoughts chased one another around her mind. Was she going to have to show him how good he was, how much he knew? That sounded promising. "You can definitely kill me. In good ways."

She watched the flush spread up his neck and over his cheeks. If she wasn't already fluent in the subtle changes of his expressions, his tendency to turn red would be a map she followed everywhere it went. It was tempting to follow it now, to find out how far it went.

After a moment, Astrid took a step back, stood and faced him for another match. Then she lowered her weapon. She didn't want to fight any longer. She didn't want to fight him, specifically.

Well, she wanted to tackle him, but that was different. "Can we stop?"

"Sure. Are you alright?"

She nodded, spinning her weapon through her hands. "We can head back in a little while."
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That night, the sky was ominous, with clouds and a thickness in the air that promised some kind of change. Dim flashes of lightning lit the horizon, but never came any closer. They stayed too far away to reach in flight, a deceptive distance across the waters, taunting them with possibility of ending the heat.

After a hasty mid-air discussion during patrol, the twins, Snotlout, Fishlegs and Hiccup had planned to meet at the falls for dinner, an alternate spot for a cooking fire that Tuffnut had immediately agreed to build. It was too hot for their usual bonfire on the high platform, and Stoick had decreed that no fires which weren't absolutely necessary should be lit near Berk. But Stick had agreed with Hiccup that a fire near the falls would be safe enough, since it could be easily extinguished if it found dry kindling and began to spread.

Because he'd finished his chores early, and because he was bringing the food, Hiccup was the first to arrive. Unlike his last visit to the falls, he didn't swim, and he didn't remove Toothless' flying harness, but he did roll up his leggings and sit on a flat rock above the water, watching the falls, dangling his bare foot below the surface with the metal one tucked beneath him.

He didn't want to look at the rock where he'd been, where they'd been. It was like a magnet pulling on his attention, and he wanted to stare, envision what had happened, ponder it from another angle. Walk through every step in his mind, each moment like he had so many times since. But if he did that, there'd be visible consequences, and even though he wasn't sure if Astrid was joining the group, he did know the rest of them would show up soon enough, and he'd need to stand up and help build the fire.

Toothless was behind him, drinking from the pond and shifting his wings in the air, allowing the mist to coat his skin until slender rivulets ran between the scales and spots on his back. Hiccup's hair grew damp as the falls created a cool and secluded cover for them both. It was quiet and comfortable, and Toothless stretched out for a nap since the baskets of fish and chicken were unloaded. Once Toothless had sighed in a way that signaled snoring was imminent, Hiccup leaned back on his dragon's side and looked up, allowing his mind to wander.

It wandered immediately to Astrid.

He allowed it. There wasn't much he could do about it anyway.

Hiccup's feelings for Astrid were a part of him, one he was so familiar with, he couldn't remember not having them tucked away in an alcove in his heart, next to "I don't understand my dad" and however he felt for Gobber, which he knew but couldn't define. It was like breathing, or having a pencil in his hand, or taking things apart to figure out how they worked and how to make them better. Breathe, draw, build, love Astrid, get up the next day and repeat.

But long ago, Hiccup had also realized that Astrid didn't feel the same way about him. She didn't feel that way about anyone, near as he could tell. And so the best way for him to show that he loved her was to never, ever let on how he felt. To not burden her with the knowledge of what he felt for her, of how easily she could crush him inside. Telling her would change their relationship, maybe end it entirely. He'd rather have her as his friend, his closest friend, the person he turned to for everything, an extension of his mind and his heart the way the things he built with his hands were an extension of his body. He didn't want to lose her, so he kept himself quiet.

He also realized as they grew up together that to show her or give any indication of how much he desired her would be worse than telling her how he felt. Snotlout's clumsy, awkward and altogether gross attempts to charm her went so badly, Astrid hadn't been in a room alone with him for more than a year. Any attempt by any viking to attract her attention or interest met with scorn, anger, and sometimes an axe. Hiccup, being as observant as he was, knew that any similar efforts on his part would be a disaster for everyone, and would ruin the strong and changing friendship they had.

She was too valuable to him, so he never let her know how much he wanted her, how much he thought about her, how she knocked the air out of his chest just by smiling at him. He couldn't hide much from her, but he could hide that.

Or he thought he could. She hadn't changed the way she treated him in the past few years, except to steadily grow closer. She used to stand an arm's length away, but now she'd stand next to him, close enough that he could hear her muttering to him underneath her breath. She put her arm around him or punched him more often, too, not that he counted.

Who was he kidding? Of course he counted. He knew the exact number of times she touched him, cataloged each contact in his mind.

But he'd never made a move toward her.

Except that now, he had.

More than once.

The last time they were at the falls, and again earlier that afternoon, after he'd shown her how to pull an opponent off balance, and how to defend against the same technique. Once she'd perfected the movements, both offensive and defensive - not that she ever needed help knocking him sideways - he'd used it on her, slowly, deliberately. And she'd allowed it, letting him pull her closer, into his arms and against his body.

When she fell into his embrace, he'd allowed his desire to take over, to communicate what he didn't know how to say, without thinking first about his actions. He acted. With one hand, he'd caught the back of her neck beneath her braid and held her still, tilting her head so his mouth slanted over hers. Her fingers had clutched at his shirt, pulling the fabric taut against his back, and he'd deepened the kiss, tasting her, leaving no doubt as to how much he wanted everything that was happening in that moment.

She'd moved closer still, pulling at his clothing, then sliding her hands beneath the fabric to explore the skin of his back, his sides. He had kept one hand behind her neck, the tips of his fingertips slowly burying themselves in the softness of her hair beneath her braid, careful not to pull.

His other hand was free to explore. Logical thoughts had instantly burned away in his mind, and he flew on instinct, his movements based on what he wanted to taste, or touch, or learn. Keeping his arm around her to make sure she stayed pressed against him, he slid his fingers over her side, his thumb coming to rest below her breast, teasing her, waiting for a response, a reaction he could read.

Her hands flew over his back, fingertips tracing the muscles above his hips and sliding around to his front.

He had to stop her, slow her down, prevent her from distracting him. Urged on by his own response and hers, he moved his hand up, over, feeling her nipple against the palm of his hand, then sliding his fingers so he caught it between them and pinched lightly.

He felt her nails against his ribs at the same moment he felt her mouth tense, the tone of their kiss changing from pliant incendiary exploration to tension. His response was instinctive, faster than his mind could think and process. He held her still, tightening his grip to stop her, his hands on the back of her neck and on her side, keeping her from moving for one moment, then another.

Their mouths separated as she gasped.

He opened his eyes to see, to apologize, and the expression on her face made him freeze.

She looked like she had by the falls, as she'd urged him on and guided him across her body, only more ferocious, lit from inside with an intensity, a fury he'd never seen before.

She'd pivoted, taking advantage of his stunned motionlessness, and pushed him against a tree. He'd had a fraction of a second to wonder what it was with Astrid and trees before she'd pulled his mouth to hers and kissed him with a fierceness he hadn't experienced, and wasn't sure how to handle. She'd trapped him agains the bark, her body against his, her hips pivoting to press closer, and there was no way he could hide his reaction to her. Her hands had found the waistband of his leggings and his breathing turned jagged and rough. He was about to answer her movements with equal strength and attention when Astrid jumped away from him, again leaving him surprised and still.

"Hiccup. What time is it? How long have we been here?"

There was no way he'd have been able to come up with an answer that was close to correct, but he hadn't needed to. Astrid had tilted her head to look at the sun and then at the shadows on the cliffs behind them, and cursed. With a short and apologetic farewell, she'd kissed him quickly, then gathered her weapons to run full speed back towards Berk. He'd stood in the shadows, watching her disappear into the trees, then waiting for his heart to slow down, before he'd picked up his own weapon and followed the same path.

He hadn't seen her since, though the memory of her mouth, the way her hands had grabbed him without hesitation, the way his fingers had slid over her skin, the way she'd reacted when he'd held her still had taken up residence on the fringes of his mind. He felt like he had learned something immense, something terribly important, but he wasn't sure what to do with the knowledge, the ideas that were swirling in his mind.

It didn't help that traces of her scent had teased his attention as he'd helped Gobber in the forge after he'd walked back to the village. He'd looked around expecting to see her. Then he'd realized that it was him, his clothing, or his skin maybe, that held some small remnant of her, enough that he'd sense her on a changing current of air and have to stop himself from looking for her.

And now he was back in the same position he'd been in before they'd sparred in the meadow, undecided of what to do and unsure of himself. Each time they moved closer together, obliterating some of the boundaries between them, he was left unsure of what came next when they were apart. He was still sometimes afraid to let Astrid feel that he was hard, that her touch set off explosions inside his body and there were outward signs he couldn't hide.

But that afternoon, she'd seemed to welcome that knowledge, to enjoy the evidence that she affected him. She'd had some wicked plan in mind before she realized she'd had to go, and he wished he knew what it was.

Still, he was afraid to make the first move toward her. One boundary was gone, but there were others, some he couldn't identify, and some he know of and was afraid to break.

And he had to stop thinking about this because he wouldn't be able to stand up at all when the others arrived. Thinking about her and remembering how close she'd been to touching him, how much of her he'd touched, had the exact effect he was trying to avoid, and he reached his hand into the swirling water to splash his face and hair, hoping to counter it.

Then, above his head, two battle cries broke the roaring of the walls, and Barf and Belch came into view, their riders standing on their heads, arms in the air.

"We have come to conquer this place!" Ruffnut removed his helmet and hung it off his saddle as he spoke. "We arrive victorious, with fire! Or, the makings of fire. A grand fire! For the making of dinner!"

With that, he jumped off Barf's head, curling into a ball and splashing into the water a few yards away from Hiccup, drenching him with a perfectly aimed wave.

"Thanks, Tuff," Hiccup said, pushing his hair back and standing up to wring out his shirt.

"You're welcome!" Tuff showed no awareness that for once, Hiccup wasn't being sarcastic. He pulled himself from the water, twisting the water out of his own clothes as he continued his speech. "I see you have brought fine provisions, Young Master Hiccup! We shall have a fire to compliment them - and to compliment us, as excellent as we are!"

Hiccup shook his head. Maybe there was some plant somewhere that Tuff ate every day, and that was what made him so strange. Even Ruff was shaking her head at him from above them both before she directed Barf and Belch to land behind Toothless.

Tuff built the as-promised excellent fire, and Ruff and Hiccup found sticks of sufficient length to cook their food. Fishlegs arrived in time to help widen the core of fire so all of them could use it to cook, and Snotlout, as always, arrived for the easiest part, just as everyone was sitting down to hold their meal over the flames.

"Fish again? Ugh," Snotlout said as Hiccup moved a good sized cod above the hottest part of the fire. "What is it with you?"

Hiccup didn't bother to reply. He could tell Snotlout was looking to fight with someone. He was restless, constantly shifting position as he cooked a chicken. His mouth was fixed in a sneer, and his eyebrows were down over his eyes, making it look like he was glaring at the fire, at Hiccup, at the others, at the waterfall. Snotlout in a mood would argue with anyone, and Hiccup made as good an option as anyone.

Unfortunately, ignoring him didn't help. "You need to eat real food, or you're never going to be man enough for her, you toothpick."

Hiccup turned his head slightly, unable to stop himself from staring at Snotlout, but hoping the anger that instantly boiled over in his veins didn't show too clearly on his face. It probably did, despite his efforts to keep his face impassive; Fishlegs flinched visibly when he saw Hiccup's expression.

Snotlout's eyes widened a fraction before he glowered back at Hiccup, lowering his chin like he intended to charge across the fire like a bull with a bee sting. "Yeah, you heard me. Anything to say about it?"

Hiccup drew a breath slowly, discarding a series of replies that, while satisfying, would have only exacerbated the situation, and not likely in his favor. Despite being smarter and faster than Snotlout, Snotlout had the advantage of being stronger. And Hiccup had no intention of running away.

Then Tuffnut interrupted, his voice ebullient, like he had no idea that Snotlout was about to launch himself at Hiccup and start brawling. Ruff had moved her dinner closer to her side of the fire, in case there were punches about to be thrown, and Fishlegs was frozen in place, but Tuff, as always, was oblivious.

"Never worry, Snotlout. We have the knowledge, all the knowledge we need, regardless of our sustenance! We know no fear! We have -"

Snotlout interrupted him, his voice sharp with derision. "Oh, for Thor's sake. Shut up about the Not Dragons already."

"Never! But you shall not know its secrets if you insult its keeper!"

"Keeper of what, you muttonhead? You can't even name one thing that makes sense! And I've asked! Like, fifteen times!"

Tuffnut's helmet fell over one eye as he lowered his head and put his hand, the one not holding a rapidly-charring chicken leg over the fire, over his heart. "I cannot share the sacred knowledge with one such as you."

Hiccup was pretty sure Snotlout's head was going to combust. He turned bright red, his mouth opening and closing as he struggled to find coherent words. "You… I - there's… SHUT UP, YOU IDIOT."

His bellow was swallowed by the noise of the falls, but it was loud enough that all their dragons lifted their heads in alarm, with the exception of Hookfang, who never listened to Snotlout, no matter how angry he was.

Ruffnut slid closer to Snotlout and said something very quiet that Hiccup didn't hear.

"What?" Apparently Snotlout couldn't hear her either.

Then, to Hiccup's surprise, Ruff leaned in, her lips close to Snotlout's ear, and repeated whatever she'd said, a wicked smile playing over her face as she whispered. Snotlout's eyes grew wide, and his mouth dropped open and stayed that way. He didn't move or speak for several minutes.

Tuffnut turned his meal so the other side would cook and looked over at Hiccup. Tuff's gaze was shrewd, and his eyebrow twitched higher for a moment, his chin lifting in a quiet salute that made no sense to Hiccup, but he nodded in reply.

"How's sparring, my worthy opponent? Knock Astrid into a tree yet?"

Hiccup stared at him a moment before answering. Had he been spying on them? No, that didn't seem likely. "No, not yet. She's better at rapid fire attacks."

"True enough, my friend, true enough. But you're good at the jumping thing and, uh, the other thing…that you do. I forgot."

Hiccup nodded slowly. He glanced at Snotlout, who looked pale and almost sweaty. He hadn't spoken at all since Ruff had whispered to him. And Ruffnut herself looked very pleased, shooting intermittent glances at Snotlout and smiling down at her hands when she looked away. Fishlegs had moved away from her, and was closer to Hiccup, but the quiet had affected him, too, and they sat in silence as their meals cooked, the cracking of the fire barely audible beneath the never-ending roar of the falls.

Then with a squawk and the familiar sound of claws on stone, Stormfly landed behind them and Astrid jumped from her saddle, her voice unexpectedly loud, but welcome.

"I am starving! What's cooking?"

"The usual," Hiccup said with a smile, looking up at her then looking away, not wanting to let himself gaze at her as much as he wanted to. If Snotlout decided to start talking again, it would be impossible for him to resist mocking Hiccup, and Hiccup didn't want to give him anything to remark upon.

She sat down next to Hiccup with a relieved sigh. "Good. How long till we eat?"

"Grab a spear, Astrid, and cook yourself a fish," Tuffnut said, gesturing to the basket of food beside him.

"Nah, thanks. I'm good," she replied, nudging Hiccup. "Ugh, why are you all wet?"

"Tuffnut."

"Say no more." He glanced at her just as she looked up at him, and for a breath, the world around them disappeared as their eyes met and held the connection that fed and nourished his heart in tiny portions each day.

The silence fell around them again, only instead of being peaceful, for Hiccup, it was tense. He wanted to ask her about her day, about what she'd done after she left the meadow, fill in the time since he'd last seen her, but that wouldn't be… normal. All the questions he wanted to ask pushed to the front of his mind, leaving no room for idle conversation or questions innocuous enough to go unnoticed by the others.

Then Astrid spoke. "Fishlegs. I saw your mom as I was leaving Berk. She said to tell you tomorrow afternoon isn't good, because it's going to rain. So she's going tonight and will be back tomorrow."

"It's not going to rain," Snotlout scoffed. He'd found his voice again, just in time to make fun of Fishlegs' mother. This wouldn't end well.

"I don't know, Snotlout, she's usually right about the weather." Fishlegs' voice was smooth and calm, as if Snotlout couldn't bait him, though Hiccup knew too well that Snotlout knew exactly how to irritate each one of them quickly and efficiently.

"It hasn't rained in _weeks_, Fishbrain. There's no way it's going to up and rain tomorrow."

"Where's she going?" Hiccup's question overlapped Snotlouts by a few words, a deliberate move on his part to try to diffuse yet another provoked fight.

"She has to go gather some of this moss for one of her remedies. Hoark has a cold or something. How he got a cold in this heat is beyond me, but she's determined he won't be sick for the wedding."

"Wedding? What wedding?" Tuffnut sat up like he'd just been jolted awake. Ruffnut scowled at him. "Oh! Oh, right. Fishlegs, your mom is getting married! Did you know that? And it's in, like, two weeks?"

"Yes, I am aware." Fishlegs' eyes widened and he turned to Hiccup. "Hey, I forgot to ask. Are you ready, Hiccup?"

Hiccup felt like someone had dumped water from the northern seas down his back. "Me?"

"Yeah. Stoick came by yesterday or the day before, said you were both doing the ceremony, or something like that."

"Really? First I've heard of it." For a moment he'd thought Fishlegs had been asking whether Hiccup was ready for marriage. He hoped his voice sounded normal; his heartbeat didn't seem inclined to slow down. "I hope it does rain. It'll be warm enough before we fill the hall with everyone and their families. How many people are coming from your mom's clan?"

"Oh, at least a hundred."

That much he figured, as he'd overheard Stoick making a lot of the arrangements for food, extra tents and places for their guests to sleep. He hadn't realized his dad wanted him to do anything for the actual ceremony, though. That was usually Stoick's job, and he was good at it.

Then Astrid put her hand over his, and his thoughts shattered and blew away like sparks above the fire. He'd been holding the cooking spear in one hand with his other resting on the ground beside him, and he hadn't moved when Astrid sat down. She'd moved closer to him at some point, and the spikes of her skirt and her armor cast a shadow between them, so her movements weren't visible.

First, her fingers traced his, idly, like she wasn't thinking about what she was doing while she listened to them talking about wedding plans. But then she'd pressed her fingertips along the side of hand, tracing the line of his skin deliberately, ending with a suggestive and incendiary touch over the webbing between his fingers.

It was all he could to do not drop their meal in to the fire. He couldn't speak or answer Fishlegs without stammering, and he knew his face was turning red. Her fingertips were skimming over his hand in a way that was not obvious, but set his skin on fire nonetheless, because it echoed how he'd touched her before, how his fingers had slid over her. There were differences, of course, but the end result was similar - he could barely keep himself still, or his voice quiet enough to only reach her ears. "I'm going to drop your meal in the fire if you don't stop."

Her hand came to rest on top of his, completely covering his fingers with her own. The effect was the same. She didn't move, but her touch roared through his body with the force of the waterfall above them. The water wasn't touching him, but he could feel the vibrations of it as it roared and fell endlessly from the crack in the valley wall. Likewise, Astrid wasn't moving her hand, but he would swear to all the Gods he could feel her pulse, feel the echo of her touch running over every inch of his skin.

"I think the fish is done, don't you?"

Never before had he taken cooking advice from Astrid, but she was right. It was just about done.
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In the past few days, Astrid had experienced fighting Hiccup, angry Hiccup, shocked Hiccup, focused Hiccup, and now, utterly flustered Hiccup. Just by moving her fingertips over the back of his hand, and granted she'd been doing so as suggestively as possible, Hiccup went from relaxed to red faced, his breathing uneven, his attention everywhere and nowhere, like he didn't know where to look.

Her lips curved in a tiny self-satisfied smile. She'd been a little bothered that when she'd arrived, he hadn't spoken much to her, but as usual, just under the surface of calm, Hiccup was as unsettled as she was. She almost resented him for being so good at hiding whether he was affected by her - obvious signs aside, and curse him for wearing a tunic all the time.

That said, it was fun to discover new ways to reveal what was really going on, even if she was the only one to recognize the signs.

After they ate, Tuffnut turned to Hiccup with his hands on his hips, standing above the fire so the light made his features grotesque.

"Hiccup! Surely you have not forgotten! Surely not!"

"No, not at all. Bottom of the basket, the one on the left."

"You brought mead?" Fishlegs sounded shocked but eager.

"Yeah, Tuff requested it. We've got too many barrels of it for the wedding and we're running out of room."

"I've got plenty of room for it," Snotlout said as he strutted over to the small cask that Tuff placed on a flat stone.

"Mugs, too! You are prepared." Tuffnut's voice was muffled, since he was bent from the waist into the basket, trying to the bottom. He could tip it on its side, but Astrid didn't think he wanted help or a suggestion. He'd figure it out, or he'd fall on his head, and either way he'd be fine.

Tuff stood up. "Hey. There's another cask in here. But it's tiny. What's this for?"

"That one's mine," Hiccup said, sitting up to reach toward it. Tuff tossed the miniature barrel at him with scant interest, focused on getting his share after Snotlout stepped away from the mead.

Astrid frowned at the absurdly small cask in his hands and leaned closer to look at it. "What is that?"

Hiccup handed it to Astrid and kept his voice quiet. "Honey mead. Brought it for you."

"Wow." Astrid's eyes widened, shock covering her in a hot rush, almost smothering the ember of delight that lit in her chest at his kindness. "Thank you."

He shrugged, his smile hesitant. He passed her a mug.

She cracked the seal and filled her cup, then turned to him. "Did you make this?"

"The mead? No."

"No, Hiccup. The cask."

He nodded, glancing at her, at the cup in her hand. "Last week. Figured it would be useful if we were all flying somewhere and needed to bring liquids."

"So I'm your test subject?"

"Something like that."

The mead was her favorite kind, and there wasn't much made every year, since adding honey meant there was less honey available to be used elsewhere, and most vikings liked their mead just as much without it. She knew Hiccup had saved some for her from previous parties and tribe gatherings, but she hadn't realized there was any left of the stash he'd kept.

She didn't want to share it, and she knew Snotlout and Tuffnut would drink the other cask he'd brought within the hour. Slowly, so as not to cause much notice, she unlaced and removed her shoulder armor and draped it over her cask, hiding it from view.

Fishlegs sat down on her other side with his own mug, happy and content by the fire, having eaten an enormous amount of chicken and some fish besides. The light of the flames danced over all of them as they drank and relaxed together. The tension in Snotlout's face began to smooth, though Astrid was suspicious of Ruffnut, who seemed intent on staying near Snotlout. Every few minutes, she'd lean toward him and murmur comments that only he could hear, things that would turned his face either red, or icy white.

"I think we should go swimming," Tuffnut announced, setting his empty mug down with a loud clack.

"Why do you always drink so fast?" Fishlegs shook his head. "Don't you want to savor it?"

"No. I want to drink it, and then go swimming." Tuff yanked off his shirt and started pulling the strings on his leggings. "Who's with me?"

Fishlegs protested again. "You can't swim right after you eat. You'll get a cramp and drown!"

Snotlout shook his head, scowling at him."Nah, that's just a myth. Right, Astrid?"

Astrid covered her face with one hand but nodded. "Yeah. Gothi and Sigrid both say it's not true."

"So we swim! Or better yet, we jump! Barf, Belch, to the sky! Let us fall and float like the water!"

Fishlegs pushed himself up and began removing his vest. "Water doesn't float."

"It will when I'm done with it!" Tuffnut kicked his clothing to the side and strode toward Barf and Belch, who were napping. They refused to budge.

"They're not going anywhere, bro. They just ate. They might not get a cramp, but they will yak all over the place."

"Ugh. True. Forgot about that. But how can I make an epic splash without my dragon to dive from?"

"Climb the cliff wall. The one that's wet." The sneer on Snotlout's face made his voice slimy.

"Oh! I know." Ruffnut sat up and looked at Snotlout. "Let's hunt."

Astrid frowned. What was she up to?

"Hunt what, sister mine? We just ate, and we have - or had - mead. What more do we need to hunt for?"

"Vikings! Viking hunt!"

Tuffnut narrowed his eyes at his sister, visibly unsure what she meant.

"One of us hides, and the others have to find him, and the last to discover the hiding spot is the next to go."

Tuff was unimpressed. "Didn't we play that when we were kids?"

"Yeah, but now we can fly to hiding places, have the dragons drop us in remote locations. More fun that way."

Remote locations. Well, now, Astrid thought, glancing at Hiccup. That did sound kind of promising.

"Snotlout, you go first." Ruffnut pushed Snotlout until he stood up.

He complained the entire time. "Why do I have to go first? I'm not even done with my drink."

Ruff ignored him. "Ok, here's the perimeter." She sketched the campsite, the falls and the water in the dirt with a stick. "The cliffs are here, and the tall pines are over here. We stay between these points, but we can hide anywhere."

Astrid was paying minimal attention to what Ruffnut was saying, but she was carefully studying Ruff's face. She was being really weird - which was saying something. Usually Ruff had no energy or interest in much of anything. She never suggested activities that required her to leave a fire, much less a fire with food nearby.

But off she went, pushing Snotlout away from the warmth and into the darkness to go hide so they could hunt for him. "Take as long as you need to hide, but not too long. We'll fire into the air to signal that the hunt is on."

Snotlout paused to look at the cask longingly. "Can I bring some mead with me?"

"Sure you can." Ruff's voice coy and encouraging. "Take as much as you like. It might take awhile to find us- I mean, you."

"She's up to something," Hiccup murmured. "Not sure I want to know."

Astrid nodded, but didn't look away from Ruff. "Not sure it matters."

To Astrid's complete surprise, Ruff turned back to the fire and wiggled her eyebrows at Astrid as she sat down, before she glanced over her shoulder at Snotlout's retreating form.

Astrid was about to ask Ruff what she was up to, but Tuff walked in front of her, interrupting her train of thought. He was completely nude, covered with dried dirt, and scratching himself, and Astrid jerked back, covering her mead with one hand. "Ugh, Tuffnut!"

"What? I'm swimming. Now. The hunt can wait; the water cannot."

"You can say that again," Ruff said, lifting one leg to kick her brother toward the water.

"You too, missy, or I'm telling mom."

Ruff shot to her feet, her hands fisted by her side. "You wouldn't."

"I would. And will. Let's go."

A few moments later, a happy bellow and an outraged shriek filled the air. Fishlegs was partially undressed, but unlike Tuffnut, he was a bit more modest - for Viking standards, anyway. "Excuse me," he said around a yawn, then wandered off into the trees.

Perfect.

Astrid turned to Hiccup, who was watching the fire. Whatever she'd been about to say flew out of her head when she realized how very close to him she was. Over the course of dinner, she'd moved toward him, curving her body towards his.

Their legs were touching, connected nearly hip to knee. He was sitting with his metal leg folded in front of him, slightly away from her, and her legs were curled beneath her, which meant she leaned into him, their shoulders touching. When she looked at his face, she could see his freckles up close, and the shadow of beard that she secretly loved, now that she knew what it felt like up close, how it scratched the skin on her neck, and on her chin.

As she studied him in the shifting firelight, the faint beginnings of lines beside his eyes caught her attention. She'd known him since she was born. She knew everyone. Berk wasn't a large place, no matter how many families had however many children.

But as her eyes followed the lines by his eyes, the shadow of whiskers, the thickness of his hair that looked more like his father's hair with each passing season, she realized she was looking at signs of Hiccup growing older. There were new indications, tiny ones she hadn't noticed before, and she wanted to catalog them all, find and explore the changes she couldn't see. The idea that there were parts of him she didn't know, sides of him that were entirely new to her was alarming. And enticing.

Her small sigh shifted his hair, and he turned to look at her. Their faces were a breath apart, and she looked at his lips, then back at his eyes. His gaze was constant, watching her, his expression open and relaxed.

They were alone at the campfire. Fishlegs was still off in the trees, and the twins were splashing each other, their curses and laughter bouncing off the cliffs behind them. Astrid wanted to kiss him more than she wanted anything, but she didn't allow herself to close the distance. If she kissed him, she wouldn't stop.

He reached up and pushed her bangs out of her eyes, and smiled at her, that private, half-smile that belonged only to her.

He touched her more easily now, and she welcomed it, welcomed the knowledge that he would kiss her cheek, take her hand, even touch her hair without worrying about it, or thinking about it first. His face didn't close into a pinch of worry, and he didn't glance around.

She wanted to know what touch would be next, what he'd do. But he didn't move after he slid his fingers past her hair. Their gazes held, forming a liquid moment that drenched her with want, a look she didn't want to break.

If she calculated the amount of time she and Hiccup looked at one another, it might be a year or more of her life. She could never add up all the glances, the momentary connections they made instinctively, the split seconds where they checked with each other, asking in a single gesture if the other was good, or if they were thinking the same thing - which they usually were.

But glancing was different from looking, and in that moment by the fire, she was deep diving into his gaze, staring unabashedly at him. She didn't understand this look, what he was trying to say, why he didn't move or look away or shift closer. She understood him, but she didn't understand that moment, what it meant. She knew so much about him, but there was a lot more she wanted to know, wanted to ask.

Like why he didn't kiss her already.

And what he was thinking as he looked at her.

Or what he thought Ruffnut was up to, what she was trying to accomplish.

And why he didn't kiss her. Why wasn't he moving?

Any other time their eyes met, she knew in a heartbeat that they were thinking the same thought. Now, they were breathing the same air, so close within the same space, and she had no idea what he was thinking.

And then, in a blink, the connection was broken. Water poured over them both.

"Ugh, Tuffnut!"

"Get up, you two! You need to judge the diving contest."

"No, you idiot," Ruffnut said, pulling herself slowly out of the water, her wet clothing weighing her down. "We have to go hunt Snotlout. He'll be waiting, all alone, in the dark." Her voice trailed off into a strange and somewhat sinister laugh.

"Nope. Not so interested in hunting Snot. Diving off a dragon, however, is a different story - and that is what we should be doing now."

"No, thanks, bro. And you can't fly Barf and Belch without me."

"Oh, I can't? Ha. Watch me."

Their argument continued, but Astrid stopped listening, instead wringing out water from her shirt and pushing her wet braid off her shoulder. She wasn't drenched, but she was wet enough to be annoyed about it. Hiccup's clothing had been wet when she'd arrived, and he was back to being wet again, but he didn't seem to notice or care.

She couldn't contain her curiosity in the silence that had taken up residence in the space between them. "What are you thinking about?"

"Swimming."

Her head jerked back. "Swimming? Now?" She glanced at the water, where Tuffnut stood in churning swirls about waist deep, and Ruffnut stood above him on a rock, arguing with him. "Go ahead."

"Oh, no. Not now. I'm not so great at swimming." He shifted his weight and gestured towards his metal leg. "Only one oar."

Astrid laughed.

"Although…."

"Yes?" But Astrid already knew his mind had turned inward, was speeding into the future, probably in the forge blasting away in front of a roaring fire, creating something in his mind from start to finish in the time it took him to breathe. His mind was baffling and frustrating and usually left her confused and in awe.

Hiccup's eyes lost their sharp focus and she could tell he was not paying attention to anything going on around them. Ruff and Tuff's voices were too intrusive for her to ignore, and she stood up, pushing her shoulder armor and the cask hidden beneath back against the rock she'd been leaning on. She had to get up, get away from everyone for a moment, but she didn't know where to go.

The rock where she and Hiccup had been the day before was across the pool, hidden in darkness, and she couldn't look too closely at it without feeling like she needed to dunk her head in the water. It hadn't been that long ago, an amount of time still measurable in hours, but what had happened between them was so separate from her normal chronology in Berk, from the standard pattern of her life, it felt like ages had passed since then. Yet thinking of it brought a sharpened gasp of heat to her body, like he'd just touched her again.

Astrid felt her cheeks begin to turn red, and heat spread over her neck. She wasn't embarrassed, she thought as she turned away from the darkened corner of the cove and the memories it contained. She was… overly alert. Like she'd scrubbed her skin with awareness and everything was sensitive and attentive to where he was, what he was doing, whether she could find another handful of minutes alone with him to seize those same feelings again.

She looked up when a shadow crossed above her. Tuff had successfully talked Barf and Belch into flying him up into the air, away from Ruff, though Barf kept looking down at the ground to check on her. With a roar, Tuff leapt off Belch's head, tucked his body into a ball, and splashed down into the water.

Fishlegs, never one to miss a chance to use his creepy ability to sneak up on people, appeared next to her, and his voice made her jump. "You call that a splash? That was pitiful."

Tuff scoffed at him. "Oh, yeah? Show me how it's done, then."

"Meatlug! Our honor is at stake!"

The surface of the water became even more turbulent as Fishlegs and Tuffnut took turns jumping from their dragons into the pool, each determined to make the biggest splash. Ruff sat on the side and appointed herself the judge - the rather sarcastic judge.

Astrid made her way back to the fire, unlacing her skirt and placing it on top of her armor. Hiccup was gone. She wasn't sure where he'd wandered to. She didn't see him anywhere, or any sign of where he'd wandered.

Tuffnut dared Fishlegs to leap as high as possible, and demonstrated his challenge with a great deal of noise and instruction. Astrid looked up at them, feeling another shift in time like she had when she stared at the rock she didn't want to look at again. They were older, and they had all changed, but the sounds were so familiar, like they were kids again, jumping from a cliff into the ocean on a warm afternoon, back when they had no worries beyond cooling off, and hoping they'd avoid another dragon raid that night.

Astrid looked over at Stormfly, at the dragons helping their riders leap into the air before plummeting into the pool beneath. Most of the changes were good.

The source of those changes remained missing, and she looked again to see where he'd gone. Maybe she needed to follow Tuffnut and Fishleg's example: get up and jump. Dive in. Show no fear. Hiccup once joked that jumping off a dragon and falling out of the sky was the extreme but most effective bonding technique for dragons and riders. Maybe she needed to jump and trust he'd catch her, or fly with her.

He was becoming the guide through which she navigated her day. She frowned. If she was honest with herself, he'd been that for awhile. The sun, the shadows on the cliffs, the moon, and Hiccup: he was a piece of her sky to chart her path.

Why was she waiting for him to make a move towards her? Why didn't she just… jump?

A ferocious cry split the air, escalating to a shriek of panic. Fishlegs overshot his jump, and was in danger of landing on the rocks. Barf and Belch dropped out of the sky and Barf grabbed him by his shorts to safe him.

"Oh, my Thor. Thanks, Belch."

"That was Barf, you idiot."

"Sorry, Ruffnut. Thank you Barf and Belch. I think I need a break."

"Then let's hunt!" Ruffnut thrust her fists into the air, spraying water everywhere. Her clothing was still drenched. She'd make a poor hunter. She made so much noise walking, they probably heard her squishing around back in Berk.

Barf and Belch landed, and so did Fishlegs, though much less gracefully. Tuff swam to the edge and reached up for a rock to pull himself from the water. Ruff's voice carried across the darkness. "Here's what we do: you know our boundaries. You know how Snotlout is likely to hide."

"Yeah, in a cave so he can drink and fall asleep," Tuff said.

"Precisely." Ruff sounded pleased with herself. "Tuff, you hunt over toward the trees. Fishlegs, you're hunting through the cliff edge, and I'll take the meadow and the cliffs on the other side. Astrid, you're hunting here at the water."

Astrid opened her mouth to protest being assigned where to hunt, and being told to voluntarily go find Snotlout, but a quick and wicked grin on Ruff's face stopped her, left her staring, her mouth open in shock. Then, she couldn't be sure, but it looked like Ruff winked at her before turning toward the meadow. She skidded to a stop near where Toothless lay curled on his side.

"Toothless! Fire into the air, let Snotlout know we're coming for him!"

Toothless lifted his head, looking unimpressed.

After a long pause, Astrid spoke up. "Hey, Toothless, plasma blast, please? Short range at the top of the trees."

Toothless fired and lit the sky for a moment, then lowered his head to go back to his nap.

"The hunt is on!" Ruffnut ran into the shadows, and Fishlegs and Tuff slowly made their way in opposite directions. Astrid noticed that each had stopped to refill their mugs with mead before they left.

She was about to turn and make sure the fire was contained safely when she noticed a shadow moving toward the waterfall.

Was that Hiccup?

It had to be.

Where was he going?

She followed him, making her way toward the falls.


	20. Chapter 20

Hiccup was chasing himself around the edge of the water. He needed to get away from everyone, from the noise and the splashing, but also from the memories and what they made him think about. Thanks to the twins, he was soaking wet, and as he made his way gingerly over the rocks at the far end of the pool, he pulled off his shirt to wring it out, then tossed it over a tree branch to dry. He kept moving, leaving his shirt behind. He'd have to come back the same way.

His metal leg made for a tricky path. Even though he'd switched to the spike that kept him more steady on slippery surfaces, and he was placing it in the gaps and crevices between the rocks, his progress was slower than he wanted.

If he remembered correctly, and he was pretty sure he did, there was a cave behind the falls, one that might hold a small hot spring. He'd found it one afternoon when he was much younger, when he'd gone troll hunting while his father focused on fishing and lecturing, neglecting to notice that Hiccup had wandered off, and that Stoick's lecture was for himself alone. His father's yell had ended his exploration, but if he was right, around the back of the water fall was a tunnel, and there was a chance he could still fit through the space.

And if he could, then that's where he was headed.

He needed a break. Sometimes, everyone, the noise, the repeated patterns of behavior, the familiarity and the strangeness, was too much.

The falls roared louder as he approached, becoming a sound and a sensation, the rhythm of it moving through his body, slowing him down further.

There wasn't much of a gap between the water and the cliff wall, and too late he realized that not only was he older, but substantially taller than he had been when he'd discovered the cave. He shook his head at himself. Despite how much of his life had changed, he still thought of himself as the gawky, awkward runt, shorter and weaker than the others.

Well, he wasn't shorter any more. And if he was weaker than some, he was now much better armed for battle.

He pressed his back against the cliff wall, the water bouncing everywhere, off every surface, drenching him. With one hand, he reached past the wall of water, feeling along the rock surface hidden from view.

If he found the cave, if the curve of the cliff still turned and opened inward, could he slide into it or would the force of the water push him off the ledge he stood on and into the water? Could he maneuver himself past the force of the falls to the hidden space that remained?

His hand felt what he thought was the opening to the cave, the stone cold under his fingers, the curve of the rock giving him something to grasp.

If he pulled himself through the water, there would either be a cave, or he'd go flying into the pool, and possibly drown because metal was not terribly conducive to swimming, and no one would hear him shout if he managed to make a sound.

"Hiccup. What are you doing?"

Hiccup flinched, jerked back, and knocked his head on the cliff wall.

"Ow! Astrid? How did you sneak up on me?"

"It was easy." She frowned at him as he rubbed the back of his hair. "You never hear anything when you're thinking that hard. What are you doing? It's a short jump to the water from here."

"I'm not jumping. I think there's a cave back here. Or, there was."

Astrid's face lit with curiosity. "Really? Well, that's worth finding. Here, step aside and I'll go check it out."

What followed was a tense and exhilarating moment. Astrid faced him and stepped around his body, her legs on either side of his as she slid past him. Her shirt, cool and damp, pressed against his bare chest and stomach as she climbed past where he stood.

And then it happened again, a moment where he looked over as she turned to him, a breath or two in time, and knew in that instant she felt the same way he did. Only it wasn't exasperation or confusion, or a moment to check that they agreed what the next move, the next attack might be. In that moment they turned toward one another, they were both burning, and the feeling grew and took hold of him painfully, to know he wasn't alone in how he felt.

There were moments when he could swear they had the same thought, the same exact words in mind, a shared reaction in a single breath. He'd look at her just as she turned to him and find the same question in her expression. He never had that with anyone. It happened over and over, so frequently it was as if they had always been this way. _Do you understand this? No? Me neither._

When their eyes met this time, it was in questioning agreement: _Does being this close get to you? Yeah, me too. _

He felt confident of her answer, in the momentary flush of her cheeks and the way her eyes widened. Then, with a low growl, she was gone, pulling herself past him, through the water, and into the hidden space behind the falls.

"Is it there?"

He heard the sound of her answer, but the words were melted into the sound of her voice by the overwhelming rush of water that stood between them. She might be stuck, or she might be telling him to get over there already.

With a shrug, he pulled himself into the force of the falls. The rushing water covered his eyes, making it difficult to keep his head upright. With the spike on his left leg, he pushed himself, levering each step carefully in the craggy rock beneath his feet, hoping he'd reach the space behind the falls.

Then Astrid's hands found his arm, and pulled him out of the water. She also pulled him off balance, and he fell forward onto her, pressing her back against the opposite wall, his arms reaching for any surface, any handhold to keep him from hurting her.

"I'm sorry," he said, his breathing uneven.

"Nah, my fault." Her hands quickly slid over his stomach and around his waist, pulling him closer as he regained his balance. He was quick to place his left leg behind him, to keep the spike away from her. His hands gripped the wall behind her, and it took a moment for his eyesight to adjust to the darkness, for his brain to realize that beyond the immediate touch and fire of Astrid's hands on his skin, they were standing in the cave he'd been looking for.

"How'd you know this cave was here?"

"Found it years ago, and didn't remember it until tonight."

Astrid nodded, looking around. Her posture was wary, almost tactical, her eyes scanning the wavering column of daylight that marked the space they'd used to enter. There was no similar space on the other side. The rock wall extended out past the falls, so that way led only to noise and darkness.

Hiccup turned and looked deeper into the cave. The ceiling was lower, because he was taller, but the space seemed the same as it had when he'd done a cursory exploration before hearing his father yelling his name. It narrowed, then maybe opened up beyond the dripping wall. It was humid and warmer than he remembered.

"Is there a hot spring back there?"

"I think so, but I'm not sure. Never got that far."

It was a difficult choice - explore the cave, or explore the more tempting possibility that stood within his reach.

Astrid made the choice for him. "I'll go see."

"You're not going without me," he replied, his hands on his hips.

She glanced at him over her shoulder. "Of course not. Come on."

The path through the narrowed rock wall was difficult. The light disappeared quickly. The ground was sloped and coated with slime and water, and he used his arms as much as he used his legs to navigate the sharp turn and slow descent.

Astrid's voice came from the darkness in front of him. "Sounds like a hot spring. Smells like one, too."

There was no light available, and even if he had any kindling, it would have been saturated and useless. "Can you see anything?"

"Nope."

"I don't want to go any farther, since I might not be able to climb back out."

"Good call. We can come back with wrapped torches and explore then."

Astrid turned around faster than he did, and walked straight into him. He caught his balance on the wall behind them as she grabbed onto him to keep from falling. "Sorry."

"Please don't be." Hiccup closed his eyes, groaning internally. He had to stop speaking to Astrid without thinking first. Her laugher slid through his body, covering the slight burn of embarrassment with heat of a different kind.

She moved closer, more of her body aligning with his, the fabric of her shirt and her leggings pressing against his belly. She'd removed her shoulder armor, and her skirt, so nothing she wore held sharpened metal, meant to defend against attacks. She was curves, warmth and softness.

Her hands moved up his stomach, across his chest, and he had to remind himself that breathing in followed breathing out, then breathing in again. He wanted to freeze everything, even the air in his lungs, stop everything around him so he could try to focus, to not lose his train of thought, his control.

Her touch turned to fire. Sometimes, being close to Astrid, the heat between them built slowly, but her hands on his skin were like stray dragon fire on dry kindling. He wasn't able to ignore his reaction or control it.

He could hear her slow breaths, long inhales as if she were catching his scent as she learned the texture of his chest, his shoulders, her fingertips following the ridge of his collarbone. His own breathing was unsteady, and he tried to pull back from her, to give himself enough room to regain control of himself, of his heartbeat, his mind, and his body. But the wall of rock behind him didn't move.

When he shifted positions, his leg slipped, and he pushed Astrid away, afraid the metal spike would hurt her. He forgot how strong, how determined, how immovable she was. He caught his balance by forcing his weight onto his left leg, digging the spike into what felt like a crack in the rock beneath them, and then shifting so he stood more on his right. Astrid ignored his efforts to push her, and instead pushed him against the rock, holding him up with her body and her hands. He reached for her, his hands finding the curve of her hip.

"You ok?" Her voice was soft, her face very close to his in the darkness. He felt her words move over his cheek.

"Yeah. Sorry about that. I - " He slipped again, and this time caught himself by letting go of Astrid and grabbing the rocky ledge behind him with both hands. "We should probably… we should go back, I think."

"Are you good? Not going anywhere?"

He tested his position. He wasn't sliding, but he needed all four limbs to keep himself up. "Yeah, I'm stable. I have to hold on to the wall, though, so you go first."

Her reply was an enigma to him. "Go first. Hmmm."

"Astrid?"

He couldn't see her. He could hear her, could feel the heat from her skin when she wasn't touching him, but he didn't know where she was exactly. He didn't want to move for fear he'd bump into her, or cause her to fall.

"Are you in any pain?"

"What? No, no - I'm fine. I'm good for now. You go first and I'll climb out after you."

"In a minute."

"Wait, what -" Her hands covered his. "Astrid. What are you doing?"

"You have to hold onto the wall to stay upright, is that correct?"

"Probably? It's pretty slick, so -"

"Good. Stay there."

"Stay here? Wait. What are you - what are you doing?"

Her hands began a determined slide up over his wrists. Slowly, he felt her fingers tracing his biceps, following the taut muscles, flexed in an effort to keep him stable on the ground.

Oh, Gods. He felt her tongue, her lips, tracing over his shoulder and across his collarbone to the curve of his neck.

"Astrid, wait."

"No, I don't think I'm waiting for anything."

"Someone might -"

Her lips moved over his neck, her words entwined with the molten touch of her tongue on his skin. "No one knows where we are."

He swallowed, tried to speak. She didn't let him continue.

"Snotlout is hiding somewhere, and Ruff, Tuff, and Fishlegs are hunting him in opposite directions. No one knows we're here."

She bit him. He gasped, and tried to let go of the wall so he could touch her, feel her skin beneath his hands instead of cold, sharp rock. But the moment he let go, he started to slide.

Astrid pressed her body against his again to keep him upright, and used her hands to move his back to the wall until he grabbed hold of the rock behind him again.

"Stay there." Her whisper was sharp against his skin, then followed by the edge of her teeth sliding down the side of his neck. Her hands moved away from his after making sure he wasn't letting go. Her fingertips came to rest on his sides, above the waistband of his leggings. Her thumbs traced the contours of his stomach, running over the thin trail of hair below his navel.

"Astrid-"

"What?"

"I don't - I can't… you…."

"You're not making sense."

"Of course I'm not!"

Her laughter was a gentle rush of air on his collarbone, followed by the heat of the tip of her tongue tracing his neck again.

Her hands lifted from his waist, and he missed the warmth the moment he lost it. But then her fingertips landed on his nipples, brushing over them, then pinching lightly, and he began to shake.

"You like that."

Hiccup had to lick his lips twice before he remembered how to speak words in coherent order. "I like anything you do, probably."

"Probably?"

"Astrid, what - what are you-"

Her mouth found his in the darkness, and it was agony to kiss her, to taste her and not be able to move his hands, to move his body closer to hers. Her kiss was fierce, determined, and he could feel her smiling as she slowly moved away.

"Revenge. No axe required."

"Revenge? Wait, you… won't-"

"Hiccup." The sound of his name made him shiver. Her voice, rough and eager, was so similar to how she'd sounded when she… when they were…. "Don't argue with me."

He couldn't even think coherently, much less come up with an argument. He just didn't want to…if she…

Her voice again interrupted the fragmented thoughts he was chasing in his mind. "Do you want me to stop?"

He shook his head, then remembered she couldn't see him. He whispered into the darkness, fear and anticipation mixing in his blood. "No."

Her mouth moved over his again, slowly, then with more heat, more…everything, before she answered. "Good."

His hands gripped the rock wall behind him as if it were the only thing keeping him alive. Her hands slid over his chest, teasing and pinching his nipples as she feasted on his neck, his mouth, the line of his jaw.

His back, pressed against damp stone, was cold, but everywhere that Astrid touched was fire, molten lava pouring over his skin. She moved closer to him, the fabric of her shirt ruffling the hairs on his stomach, causing him to gasp.

She moved closer still, sliding her hips in a slow, gentle circle against his erection. He saw stars against his eyelids, and tried desperately to slow his heartbeat, to turn his mind away from picturing what he couldn't see, what happening beneath the shadows that covered them both.

He'd managed to start listing dragons by classification and size when her hands drifted down his chest, her fingertips following the contours of the muscles that lined his hips, making him gasp.

"Astrid…." He had no voice. He gasped and kept trying to breathe, to not let go of the wall and fall down into the murky darkness beyond them, to keep himself from losing all control of himself. He wanted her to stop for a moment, to let him catch his breath, to let him find his heartbeat again… and he knew he would die if she did.

Her fingers dipped below the waistband of his leggings. He bit his lips to keep from moaning aloud.

"Hiccup. May I touch you?"

Words. He knew what he wanted to say. Had to find one. He couldn't nod; she wouldn't see him.

"Please, may I?"

He dropped his head, and his forehead met her braid, resting over her shoulder. More of her to touch. The scent of her hair, the softness of it, reminded him to speak. "Gods, yes, please. Please."

Her laugh was soft, and made them both tremble. "Are you sure? You didn't answer at first."

"Forgot. Forgot how to talk."

Her laugh was warmth and sunlight in his imagination, the sound encircling them both, running over the stone walls in a happy echo.

She turned her head, her cheek resting against his. He moved to feel more of her skin against his. He wanted to touch her, to make her feel the torment he did, but he couldn't let go of the wall. It was revenge, indeed.

Her hands slid below the loose waistband of his leggings, pulling the fabric away from his skin so the damp air and the monstrous heat of her touch overwhelmed his senses.

"Astrid." There was something he needed to say. He knew he -

She froze. "Do you want me to stop?"

This time, when he shook his head, he knew she could feel the movement, understand what he meant. "I won't…. When you…if you…your hands, I won't be…you'll…."

It was all wrong, and he clenched his jaw, trying to make his mind work while her hands moved over the curve of his hips and pulled him closer, the ridge of his erection painfully close and yet far from her touch.

"I want to touch you. May I, please? Now?"

Unable to explain, he nodded, one word on his lips in a faint whisper. "Please."

His world coalesced into the anticipation and fiery trail of her fingers, curled against his skin as her hands moved forward between them. His forehead rested on her shoulder, and his hands were aching as they gripped the two ledges of rock. He might leave permanent indents from his fingers.

Her whisper in his ear was faint, but he heard her as if she were the only sound, as if the rush of the waterfall beyond them didn't sound like the downpour of a massive storm, unrelenting in its rhythm and roar. "I've wanted to, wanted to touch you, and never knew if I could."

He huffed out a laugh. She could have, but he would have lost his ability to think and might have passed out. He might pass out now.

Oh, Gods. What if he did? What if he fell? Would she be hurt?

Where was his leg, was it far away from her? How far was the wall behind her? What -

Her hand slid over him, measuring his length with her fingers, then curving around his erection before squeezing gently. "Gods, Hiccup."

If any and all available gods were to help him not make a complete fool of himself at that moment, Hiccup would have counted himself beyond fortunate, and would have never asked for another favor from any of them for the rest of his life.

Perhaps one of the gods heard his thought, his wish for one more moment of torment, then another, because his heart raced, his mind spun, and his world was Astrid, the scent of her hair, and the touch of her hands as she explored his body. Still, he remained upright, and, for the most part, conscious.

"I had - you're…." Astrid moved her hand. Her fingertips curled around him and slid down, the heel of her palm pressing against the tip, and he bit his lips.

Oh, Gods.

His heart stopped when he heard her whisper in his ear. "Will you show me? Show me what to do? Wait, no, you can't move."

"What you did. Just now, again. Please."

"This?" Her palm slid down his rigid flesh, every part of her touch a fire and intensity he'd never experienced. Her fingers shifted, squeezing slightly, before she moved her hand upward.

"Oh, Gods, that. Yes."

Slowly, her hand slid down, then up. His eyes were squeezed tightly closed, pressed against her neck, his mouth moving soundlessly as she stroked and explored him. Her fingertips traced the head, followed the rigid curves before enclosing him in the heat and strength of her hand.

She gripped his flesh more tightly and moved her hand over him in a hot, narrow slide, and he was done for. Hiccup gasped, relinquishing control, his body shuddering, his fingers gripping the rock so painfully he wanted to let go, and yet could not. Fire and heat burst through the seams of his body, rocketing through his legs, his arms, his back, and he could have sworn he saw the light blue of her eyes, the beautiful curve of her smile in the moment when he came.

When he could find the air to speak, his mouth and lips had gone dry, and he had to work to make sense. "Oh, Gods, Astrid. I… I'm-"

"If you say you're sorry, I will leave you here."

He bit his lips again, laughing. Then he felt her kiss on his cheek, the curve of her smile against his face as she spoke. "Thank you."

Had she gone mad? "What? Why - why are you thanking me? I - you -"

Her lips met his, and he drank in the knowledge that she'd wanted to touch him, that she'd wanted to make him feel like he was coming apart.

"Think you can walk?" Her voice was a curl of laughter.

"Maybe?"

"I, uh… I think there's flat rock behind you to your left," she said quietly.

"Are you kidding me?"

She was right. There had been level ground, a place where he could have stood and been able to touch her the way she'd been touching him, only a step away from them, and he hadn't known. He slid his metal leg forward, pivoted, and pulled himself onto the platform. He was still out of breath and a little dizzy as he used the fabric of his leggings to wipe his hands, and his skin. His palms and fingertips stung, and he could feel his pulse throbbing through little cuts on both hands. He didn't care.

She stepped up beside him, but when she reached for him, she found his hand. He flinched, and she jerked away with a gasp.

"Hiccup, are your hands bleeding?"

"Probably."

"Oh, Gods, I'm sorry -"

He laughed. "I'm not. Just…can't touch you right now."

"Hmmm. I can touch you; you can't touch me. I like this pattern."

She kissed him, and he wrapped his arms around her, holding her as close as he could without using his hands.

"My turn for revenge?"

"I hope so," she replied, her laughter echoing behind them.

Using the wall as a guide, they made their way toward the thundering roll of the waterfall. He could see her face in the dim, shifting light. "Why didn't you tell me to move, to go where I could stand?"

She shrugged. "I wanted you all to myself."

He stopped, squinting against the brightness. "There was no one else here."

She leaned in, wrapping her arms around his waist. "I wanted you at my mercy."

He shivered a moment, then smiled. "You got your wish."

Her smile answered his. "I did indeed."

He touched the tip of her nose with his. "I will get you for that."

"Excellent."
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Astrid was beginning to think that pouring torrents of water, whether from a thunderstorm or a waterfall, were her favorite sound. The downpour of a storm made her think of that one dark afternoon in the forge, where Hiccup, concerned for her safety and his, had nearly pulled off half her clothing before he realized what he was doing. A fierce and instant heat like lightning had sparked between them the moment he had looked up at her with awareness of what he'd done.

The waterfall would now probably set off a similar reaction in her memory. The sound of the falls had been the backdrop to two of the most intense moments of her life so far.

She glanced at Hiccup as they made their way out of the cave, this time only getting slightly wet instead of drenched as they exited through the narrow gap between the water and the cliff wall. Moving from the shadows into the sunlit cove was a lot easier than going from light into unknown darkness. The saturation of sunlight, though, after having been in the dark for so long, gave everything a pale, bleached appearance.

Not everything. Hiccup's face wasn't pale.

His face was entirely red, a flush covering his cheeks and his neck.

Was he embarrassed?

Looking down to pick her way around the rocks and puddles at the edge of the water, she frowned. Why would he be embarrassed?

She wasn't. Not now, not the day before.

Astrid alternated between watching her path to make sure she didn't fall into the water, and watching Hiccup and examining his face. She was baffled as to why he looked so troubled.

His worry seemed to be increasing the closer they got to the campfire. The furrow between his brows grew deeper, and the red on his face had spread to his neck and chest. She followed the trail of freckles across his shoulders, not realizing until she glanced up at his face that he was watching her as she stared at him.

When their eyes met, she felt her own face begin to burn.

So not fair.

His half smile wobbled on his face before he looked down.

What was with him? All that had changed was that they'd left the cave, which was right over there, and walked from the darkness into the sunlight over here.

What was his problem?

Hiccup turned away from her and headed toward a tree to reach up and retrieve his shirt. Astrid folded her arms over her chest, trying to think of how to ask him what was on his mind without sounding annoyed.

But when he walked away, and she saw the dimples on his lower back above the waistband of his leggings, her annoyance melted in the heat that flared inside her. Someday, she wanted to trace them with the tip of her tongue. She wanted to taste the rest of him as well, she thought, allowing herself a long, wandering examination of his hips, his back, the curve of his spine, the lean contours of his muscles, and of his backside.

When he put his shirt on, the view disappeared, and annoyance surged to replace the liquid heat that had begun to spread through her limbs. Her eyes narrowed, and she unconsciously reached for her axe, which she didn't have with her. She wasn't even wearing armor, and suddenly felt very underdressed given the strength of her emotions. She wanted to stalk Hiccup across the small stand of trees, tie him up, and demand an explanation.

She was within arm's reach when he turned around. He jumped back in surprise.

"Astrid. What are you - what's wrong?"

She glared at him, tilting her head. He still seemed embarrassed, troubled, as if he regretted what had happened, or was worrying about it.

No. She was not going to wonder. She was going to ask.

Now. Right now.

She was going to find out what the problem was, and fix it. Without her axe, though she wanted it in her hand. For comfort.

"You look angry. What - why are you upset?"

Why was it so much easier for him to ask, to find the words? She took a deep breath, steeled her spine, envisioning herself in her mind about to throw at a target on the other side of the island, and spoke.

"My mom thinks I'm learning to cook."

That wasn't what she'd wanted to say.

Her mental axe had flown into a tree, apparently. Or it wasn't sharp enough to go anywhere.

"Wait, what?"

"No, that's not what I wanted to say. I mean, I wanted to tell you that, but that's not what I meant right now."

Hiccup shook his head slightly, his eyes narrowing.

She was going to make sense, and she was going to find out what the trouble was, and it would be a lot easier if annoyance and arousal weren't at war inside her blood, trying to force her to react in anger or… in the opposite of anger.

Maybe anger wasn't the opposite to this… tense awareness. Maybe they were more like cousins. Her pulse flew, her breathing moved faster, just like when she lost her temper. But she wasn't angry.

Except she was, kind of. She was mad he looked so embarrassed. What did he have to be embarrassed about?

She opened her mouth and made herself speak, hoping she made sense this time. "Why are you so red?"

"What?"

"Your face, it's red." The words poured out of her mouth, a waterfall of humiliation and incoherence. "You look like you're embarrassed, and I don't get it. Are you angry? At me? Why are _you_ upset?"

"Me?"

"Yes, you!" She was going to hit him with her axe. Or a tree branch. Maybe then he'd understand.

"I… I mean, you…."

Astrid bit her lips and held in a sigh. Hiccup stuttering meant this conversation was about to become even more unclear.

"Hiccup, are you embarrassed?"

He threw his arms up, hands out, and his voice echoed across the water. "Of course I'm embarrassed!" Then he buried his hands in his hair, covering his face for moment in the bend of his arms. "Why wouldn't I be?"

"I have no idea why you are. I'm sorry if I did everything wrong…."

He lowered his arms slowly and gaped at her. "Did everything wrong?"

She looked at the ground. This wasn't helping, and now she'd made everything between them more confusing and messy than it needed to be. How come she had no ability to blast through the space between them when it was muddied by confusion and misunderstanding, but she could neatly chop things in two from a distance of ten times her own height? Why was closer so much more difficult?

He slowly lifted his hands, placing them on her upper arms, and drawing her in to stand closer to him. She still looked down, but now she saw the fabric of his shirt, his rumpled leggings, the mud splattered on the metal spike of his leg as he moved it away from her.

He took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. His mouth was just above her bangs, and his breath ruffled her hair. His hands squeezed her arms for a moment before he spoke, his words sounding like they were fired on an arrow from deep inside him, flying out of his mouth so quickly she almost missed them.

"The minute you touched me, I lost control. That's… mortifying."

She moved back a bit and looked up, making sure not to bump his chin. He looked miserable. "Why?"

"Why what? Why'd I lose control?"

"No, I kind of figured that part out. You never let me near you, so…."

Hiccup closed his eyes, red covering his cheeks again, and Astrid poked him in the side. "Can you please explain? I don't understand."

He met her gaze and froze, only for a moment, but that part she understood. The connection between them was as intoxicating as usual, even when mixed with frustration and confusion. How come it was so clear, so easy sometimes, and the next minute there was mud and rocks between them?

Her voice was soft. "Why are you embarrassed? Are you… do you not want me to-"

"No!" His voice was as quiet as hers, but low and intense. "Not at all."

"I'm…." She glanced away, then back at him, searching for the right words. "I don't get it. Do you not want-"

His eyes widened, and the murky confusion between them in her imagination cleared a little as he lowered his head toward hers. "I always want you near me. I'm just… I didn't…."

She studied the red flush that deepened across his face, the pinch of his mouth and the furrow that reappeared between his brows, and thought about what he'd said.

Then she understood. She smiled at him, slowly, and slid her hands around his waist, under his shirt so she could feel the warmth of his skin again. "I think the best solution is more practice."

He looked at her, humor more than embarrassment showing on his face. "Like sparring."

"Very much like sparring," she replied. "Different weapon, though."

He laughed aloud, and pulled her towards him, tucking her into the space between his arms, beneath his chin. She had been so irritated when she'd realized he was taller than she was, that she'd never catch up, given how fast he grew. But she liked the space he created for her, and now, with no armor or weapons to stop her body from pressing against his, she liked it more. She felt him kiss her hair, and mumble an apology.

As she inhaled deeply the scent of his shirt, and the sharpness of the pine trees around him, she decided she should find a way to spend more time with him wearing less armor. And less clothing. Actual weapon training required weapons, and armor. Perhaps she could find time and space for other sparring, with less clothing involved.

It didn't help matters that she was aroused and a little frustrated internally, that the solid warmth of his body reminded her of their slight separation by two thin layers of fabric between them. She wanted that time, that space of quiet and fewer layers right then. Immediately.

But she could hear voices through the trees, shouts that meant the others were returning to the fire, or looking for them.

They moved apart, and she picked up one of his hands to examine it. "Ouch. You scraped your hands pretty badly."

"I needed something to keep me upright."

She looked up at him and smiled, then brought his hand to her lips to kiss his palm, the tip of her tongue darting out to taste his skin. He gasped slightly, and his hand reflexively formed a fist, like he was holding in the sensation of her touch and keeping it for himself.

Wouldn't that be a useful ability, she thought to herself. She could carry his touch with her back to her room that night, save it for later.

His hand brushed hers as they turned to walk back to the campsite. "So…your mom thinks you're learning to cook?"

Astrid nodded. "It was Sigrid's idea."

"Sigrid?"

"Yeah, she figured out I was with you, and said she'd tell my mother she was teaching me."

"Didn't she try to teach you to cook a few years ago?"

"Yes. Wait. Are you saying I can't cook?"

"Yes."

Her eyes narrowed, and her lips pursed. She knew he was right, but that didn't make it sting any less, or make her want to smack him with her axe any less, either.

"I mean, someone will want to know what you've learned. If the lessons aren't real, if you haven't learned anything, it'll be… suspicious when you can't cook something."

His explanation wasn't sufficient, but she let it go. He was right. She burnt most of the food she tried to cook. "So? Who's going to ask?"

He shrugged. "Anyone who knows you're getting lessons from Sigrid? She's a great cook. Someone might ask you to make something for them so they don't have to ask her."

"Sigrid?"

"Astrid. She's your mom's sister. She's at least half as scary as your mother."

Astrid shrugged.

"So… what are you going to do?"

"About what?"

"You have to make sure whatever you say is mostly true."

"What do you mean?"

"If you're going to lie effectively, you have to set it up so that what you're saying is partly true, or at least possible."

"Really?"

"Yeah."

"How do you know so much about effective lying?"

"Practice?"

"Who have you been lying to?"

"Not you."

"Obviously. I can tell when you're lying. I don't know how you convince anyone else. You're a terrible liar."

"Only to you."

Astrid glanced at him, doubtful.

"I can teach you some things, though."

"About lying?"

"No. Well, yes, but I meant cooking."

They made their way through the trees slowly. Hiccup told her to come to the forge later, where he could show her some easy things he cooked over the forge fire, which was always hot and left burning constantly.

"You cook in the forge?"

"All the time."

"What do you eat, nails and metal?"

"Yes. Both of those things."

Astrid laughed. It would explain Gobber's rock tooth.

"I do make bread, though."

"We do need more bread-making vikings," she replied with a smile.

"I never should have told you about that."

"Bread is really difficult."

"No, not really. It's in the timing and the warmth. The forge is a great place to make it. I'll show you tonight."

Hearing Hiccup saying the word "tonight," with anticipation and happiness in his voice, made her feel molten inside. Maybe she wouldn't have to imagine carrying his touch home with her after all.

…

When they reached the campfire, Snotlout was there, by himself, covered in leaves and twigs and looking utterly lost.

"Snotlout? What happened to you?"

"I have no idea. One minute I'm walking in the woods, and the next I'm upside down in a trap, dangling by one leg from a pine tree, and no one, not any one of you, comes to help me. You didn't hear me yelling?"

"The falls are, uh, pretty loud." Hiccup was rubbing his hand over is mouth, probably trying to keep himself from laughing.

"I heard you." Fishlegs appeared behind him, looking annoyed.

"Would you stop that, Fishface? Sneaking up on people is so uncool."

"Uh huh. So is yelling at me to go away when I'm trying to get you down from the tree you were stuck in."

"I didn't yell at you to go away." Snotlout looked at Fishlegs' face closely. "Are you playing a joke on me?"

"No, though it's tempting," Fishlegs replied, picking up his vest and gathering up his things. "I tried to help, and you yelled at me to get lost. So I did."

"I did not! I was yelling for help!"

Tuff strode into the campfire, his hands on his hips. "So! I see young Snotlout has been found! Excellent. My turn to hide!"

"No, sorry, have to go home." Fishlegs hurried over to Meatlug, waking her up as gently but quickly as he could. "Too much preparation going on. If I'm not back, my mom might decide to make me a new shirt for the wedding."

Tuffnut and Hiccup shuddered in sympathy. Fishlegs' mother was very prodigious, if not talented or mathematically accurate, in her attempts to make clothing for people. They'd all received strange, uneven shirts and tunics at one point or another.

"Yeah, better she sticks to a scarf," Tuff said. Then his face brightened. "Or maybe socks. One sock. For a metal foot. Right, Hiccup?"

Hiccup shook his head but didn't answer. "Where's Ruffnut?"

"I'm right here," a sullen, grouchy voice said from the trees.

Snotlout exploded at her. "Where have you been? You set up this stupid game, and tell me to go hide, and then I'm hanging from a tree for hours?"

"It wasn't hours," she replied, snarling at him. "And it would have been a lot less if - never mind."

Tuffnut, unfortunately for her, had overheard. "A lot less if what, sister mine?"

"Don't worry about it. We have to go. Get on your half of the dragon already."

Tuffnut argued with her, but complied with her command, and in a moment Barf and Belch were airborne behind Meatlug, heading toward the sunset, their riders all shouting arguments across the clouds.

"So, hey. Astrid. Want to help me get these leaves out of my, uh, hair?"

"Ew. No. Don't even ask me that." Astrid really wanted her axe at that moment. "Unless you want me to help by chopping off your limbs."

Snotlout leered at her, the effect ruined by the long twig he was pulling from his hair.

Astrid and Hiccup packed up the remains of their meal, and put out the fire. Snotlout didn't help much, aside from grumbling and removing bits of the forest from his hair before waking up Hookfang and flying back to Berk.

Astrid tried to think of a reason to stay, a reason to keep Hiccup there so she'd have more time to herself, but there was no explanation she could think to give if someone asked, and someone would ask, why everyone else had returned without the two of them. So a few minutes after Snotlout left, after Hiccup checked the fire and attached the baskets to Toothless' saddle, they were airborne, flying home.
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When they landed, Hiccup mumbled something about his house, and about meeting her in the forge in a few minutes. Before she could reply, Toothless had leapt into the air again, his wings sweeping in a large arc up the hill to land in front of the chief's home. Hiccup ran inside, and Astrid shrugged. She'd figure out what he was up to later.

After leaving food in the stables for Stormfly, and making sure her dragon had fresh bedding, Astrid ran to the forge. As she approached, she realized the fire was high, that light was pouring from the windows, spilling in gold puddles all over the courtyard. The sun was still up - it wouldn't set for weeks yet - but the fire was brighter than the light coming from the horizon, which cast the forge in shadow. The flames danced in the windows, and it was welcoming and a little spooky.

Had Hiccup made it to the forge before she did? He might have flown, though he usually walked short distances whenever possible. He'd never said anything, but she knew he didn't want anyone to think that flying was the only way he could get around, that he couldn't walk or run on his metal leg. Why anyone would think that was beyond her, but Hiccup was always wary of what the villagers thought of him. That part she understood.

Astrid ran to the door and opened it, expecting to see Hiccup, but instead, she was greeted by a large sweaty man without a shirt on, his long mustache pinned to the top of his helmet with two large clamps, cursing as he tried to yank a molten broadsword out of the fire.

He pushed his mask back and smiled at her, rock tooth gleaming in the blaze in front of him.

"Evening, Astrid! What can I do for ye?"

Astrid's first thought was one she couldn't speak aloud, and would never in her life say to Gobber: _Leave, so I can lock Hiccup in his workroom and keep him there with me for three or four hours._

Another thought collided with that one, pushing it aside. Where was Hiccup? Was he not coming?

Recalling that Hiccup had told her that a good lie was partially true, Astrid smiled at Gobber. "I'm looking for Hiccup. We're going to cook - he said he bakes bread here, and he wanted to show me."

"Oh, aye. We do. Quite a feast we have, too."

Astrid felt tongue tied, unsure of what to say - and it wasn't a familiar feeling. She was unsettled, not anxious, but impatient. Really impatient.

"Does your axe need sharpening?"

She looked down, surprised it was in her hand. "Yeah, probably."

"Hiccup will take care of you, don't you worry."

Astrid flushed from the top of her head to her feet. The flush grew worse when she the words, _Gods, I hope so_, echoed in her mind.

She found a place to stand where she was lit by the fire and able to see everything, but not so close she felt her face burning more than it already was. She had light enough to see, but was not so covered in light that her discomfort was obvious.

Gobber resumed working with the sword in front of him, talking as he worked and filling the air with comfortable nonsense, all comments and stories she didn't need to respond to, thank Odin.

She couldn't find a comfortable place, a position that wasn't irritating. She had to wear her armor so as not to attract attention. It would be odd for her to be seen without it, like it would be odd to see Hiccup without Toothless.

But she didn't want to wear it. She wanted the freedom of movement, of soft stretches of fabric and the barrier of wool between them, not metal and armor and spikes designed to keep people away, to keep everyone at a distance. She wanted no armor, no separation, no metal defenses…but only with Hiccup. He was allowed past the metal, past the armor, past the physical defenses she carried with her.

She wanted him past everything.

She wasn't sure how to remove any of it without attracting attention.

Then she remembered. A good lie is mostly true.

"I need to check my armor - it seems uneven. Ok if I do that here?"

"Oh, sure, sure. Need help?"

"Nah, I'm good. I think one of the rivets isn't holding. "

"Aye, well, you get good use out of that armor. Leave it with us, and we can fashion a new bolt, maybe one that will be better able to handle the wearing."

"Thanks, Gobber." She pulled off her armor, and handed it to Gobber.

She jumped up to sit on the table like she usually did when Hiccup was working. Shoulder armor off, no problem. Her skirt would be more difficult.

"What are you working on?"

Gobber came back into the main room from his storage closet where he'd stored her armor, wiping his hands on his apron.

"Oh, this and that, fixing and building. A lot of stuff for the wedding this week, gifts and the like. Plus the sword. You know how it is."

"Sword? But this is her second marriage."

"Aye, 'tis. But tradition, you know. Hoark asked Hiccup to make sure his sword was sharp enough to pierce the main post in the great hall. I'm sure Hiccup turned it into a crossbow or something crazy."

The image of Hiccup hefting a sword to throw it straight into the main pillar of the great hall, a ritual alluding not at all subtly to virility — his virility — made Astrid flush again, but also called up a small knot of ice in her stomach. When Gobber spoke again, the knot grew worse.

"Have you seen it? Ask Hiccup to show it to you. It's something."

Hiccup entered the forge on cue, his face flushed like he'd been running, his breathing uneven. "What's something?"

"You rebuilt Hoark's sword?" Astrid growled internally. She'd wanted to greet him, but other words showed up first.

"Yeah, it's pretty cool. Want to see?"

He found the sword in Gobber's storage closet and brought it out. He'd sharpened it, honing the blade until it looked like a cross between a sword and a spear, with a tapered end that almost matched the sharpness of the needles Hiccup had made her the previous year.

He hefted it over one shoulder, narrowed his eyes, and threw. The sword flew straight through the air and buried itself in the wooden post holding the tool rack, the end quivering.

Astrid frowned. "Why isn't there an axe or sword for the wife?"

Hiccup shrugged.

Gobber answered her. "It's the way it is, lass. Being a viking wife comes with a whole other set of responsibilities, not usually involving swords too much."

The ball of ice in her stomach grew in size, and she pressed her lips together against the discomfort. Hiccup noticed, his eyes narrowing, but he didn't say anything.

He pulled the sword out of the wall and polished it with a cloth before putting it back in the closet. When he returned, he was holding her shoulder armor. "What's this doing in here?"

"The bolt is loose," Astrid said, hopping off the table, hoping he wouldn't examine it and reveal that it was perfectly secure.

"Oh?"

"Yeah, the layers shift and the edges catch sometimes when I practice." Astrid could hear how badly her voice betrayed her, how uneasy and stiff she sounded, and shut her mouth.

Hiccup looked bemused. "We can definitely fix that."

"Aye, I told her you'd take care of her trouble when she came in," Gobber said, the evident pride in his voice, and the images his words brought to mind, making her turn red again. She needed to leave the forge, take her frustration and go home.

Then Hiccup moved close behind her. "Hold still. I want to check the fit."

He lowered the armor over her shoulders, holding it in place with one hand but not fastening it. "So it shifts here?"

She felt his fingertips, hot like coals, touch her skin above the neckline of her shirt, tracing the fabric toward her shoulder. She steeled her stomach, her back, every muscle, to keep from shivering.

"No, not there-"

Hiccup moved his hand. "You mean here?"

His hand covered her skin below her sleeve, above her gauntlets, and she couldn't stop herself from shifting her weight back, allowing her body to brush against his once, then again. She nodded.

His voice was low in her ear, and she could tell he was concentrating, though she wasn't sure if he was focused on her armor, or on her skin below it. "Hold them in place?"

She crossed her arms and held the plates of metal over her shoulders, and felt his subtle movements as he examined the bolt, the ties that held it in place, and the armor itself. She knew it wasn't broken; it was fine - better than fine. But he acted as if it were, lifting then moving each piece. When he breathed, slow and steady, she felt the warmth of it on the back of her neck, and she wanted to turn around.

She couldn't. She'd made this lie, and she had to stand beneath it.

"Hmmm," he murmured.

"What?"

"Testing," he said, his voice quiet.

Gobber chose that moment to drop the broadsword, causing them both to jump. Astrid shifted instinctively to a defensive posture, one leg behind her, but Hiccup moved as well - to protect her. His hand rested over her stomach, but he wasn't pushing her back.

He was covering her until she grabbed a weapon.

They'd trained together so much that it was instinctive for him to make sure she was safe if she wasn't fully armed.

She turned her head and peeked at him.

He was blushing. That made her smile.

"Sorry, you two. This sword is a menace."

"Whose is it?" Hiccup slid his hand away from her stomach, following the curve of her waist with his palm before he resumed his examination of her armor.

"Ah, it's Dagnar's. He keeps dropping it. Which is because it's poorly made and unbalanced, but his grandfather gave it to him, so he won't hear any talk of replacing it."

"Maybe you could make it ceremonial. Let him hang it on the wall or something."

"Right, like for emergencies only," Astrid added. She had a few weapons like that, ones that were valuable as well as deadly, but that she only used when absolutely necessary. Her uncle's axe was like that. It hung on the wall above her bed.

"That's not a bad idea," Gobber said, sounding as if he were chewing the words as he spoke them, a sure sign he was thinking. "Aye, not bad at all. I could add a bit of dash to this part here, reseat the handle…."

As bizarre as Gobber could be, Astrid knew he and Hiccup had one habit in common: when they focused on something fully, they lost sight and awareness of everything else in the room. So when Gobber bent over his workbench with the sword in front of him, muttering and sketching with a piece of charcoal, Astrid knew he'd pretty much forgotten they were there.

Hiccup hadn't forgotten, though.

"Can you drop the front of your armor down a bit?"

She did as he asked, wondering what he was doing. The weight of the metal rested in her hands more than on her shoulders in that position, and she had to work to hold it upright.

Then she felt his hands slowly pulling her shirt up from beneath her skirt.

He bared the narrow strip of skin at the small of her back, just above the waistband of her skirt, and with his thumbs, slowly traced the muscles from her spine outward.

It was impossible to hold still, but if she moved, she'd drop her armor and alert Gobber.

She couldn't speak, either. She could only hold still and wait.

It was still warm, though the sun was low in the sky, hovering at the horizon as it teased them with the idea of setting before it rose again in a few hours. She'd left her damp clothing in the stables to dry before she'd run to the forge, so she wasn't wearing her leggings, only her skirt and an old pair of leggings she'd cut off above the knees the previous summer. Her shirt was a bit too small, but she hadn't wanted to run to her house to get a newer one, since her mother would have stopped her from going back out if she'd been home.

So it was terribly easy for Hiccup's fingers to find her skin, warm and sensitive, below the waistband of her skirt and across the small of her back.

She was going to kill him.

"Hiccup, come over here and hold this a minute," Gobber said. She flinched. Had he noticed?

Her arms were crossed over her chest, holding up her armor and, she realized, effectively covering her from view. She looked around slowly. Gobber didn't seem any more aware of them than he had a moment before.

Hiccup crossed the room and lifted the sword, holding it by the point with both hands. A few minutes before, he'd held a sword and she'd been icy inside, irritated by the symbolism and the sight of Hiccup practicing a ritual that Hoark would perform at his wedding. Now she was the opposite of ice. She was molten inside, held together by her crossed arms and a handful of metal plates, and seeing Hiccup grasping the more dangerous side of a weapon made it worse.

"Aye, thought so. Ok, back to work you go." Gobber nodded at Hiccup, then looked down at his worktable and forgot about them again.

Hiccup grinned at her as he came toward her, his smile familiar and wicked. When he stood behind her again, she held her breath, awaiting the fire of his touch and the torture of holding in her reaction to it.

But he didn't touch her.

He stood close to her. She could feel the warmth from his body. He didn't reach for her, draw his fingertip across her back or touch the back of her arms as he had before. She felt like her skin, her nerves, were reaching for him, but finding only absence and warmth, not his presence and the sizzling heat of his touch.

Then he lifted her armor from her hands, removing it entirely and placing it on the table in front of him.

Without the metal to hold up, she didn't need to keep her arms crossed over her chest, but she wanted to. Her nipples were hard, her breasts aching, and her shirt was tight enough that she knew she couldn't hide her reaction.

She spun around, leaning against the table, her back to Gobber as she stood next to Hiccup, who was now aligning the plates of her armor and tracing each curve with a charcoal pencil. She saw him glance at her face, then at her chest, and she was torn between wanting to punch him for leaving her unable to hide how she felt, and wanting to take a deep breath, lift her chest and stare him down, knowing he'd turn red and likely stammer as he looked away.

She did neither. She met his eyes when he looked at her face again, and raised one brow. He didn't look down, and he didn't speak, though she saw his cheeks were a bit more red than before.

"I think the catch on my skirt is giving out, too."

He had to lick his lips and swallow before he spoke. She grinned at that, widely, without remorse.

"Same thing happened to Sigrid's cloak," Gobber said. "She was here earlier today. I think I used the last clasp we had, but you might find another. Or we can make one."

Astrid needed to do several nice things for her aunt as soon as possible, to thank her for her deliberate and accidental interference. More than several.

Astrid pulled the waist band of her skirt apart so the clasp was damaged, then unfastened it, allowing the metal studded fabric to hit the floor without trying to catch it. She stepped out of it, moving away from Hiccup, but made no movement toward picking it up, either.

Hiccup shook his head at her, then bent to grab it. But as he stood, he moved closer and allowed his fingers to slide up the skin on the inside of her leg, over her knee, then up her thigh until the fabric of her short leggings stopped him and he moved away.

She had to remind herself how breathing worked. The languid heat that had filled her blood when he'd touched her skin in lazy, hidden strokes became an inferno in her body, and she couldn't stop a gasp from escaping her lips, though she tried to hold it in.

Hiccup, his movements efficient, spread the skirt on the table in front of him, examining the clasp and the attachment to each spike in the fabric.

"Some of these could use with reinforcement." She wasn't sure if he was speaking to her, or to himself, or to Gobber, but she couldn't turn around at the moment. She was trying to control the reaction, the external signs of what she was fighting inside, and knew that if he looked at her, he'd be able to tell what she was thinking. Her face was hot; her hairline was damp, and not just because it was hot inside the forge. Hiccup still had his shirt on, but she could see the dampness across the back spreading, and knew he only kept it on because she was there. Gobber had no such modesty, and no reason to treat her differently, but she knew he'd glare at Hiccup if he removed his shirt in front of Astrid.

The thought of him doing so made her start over again, tamping down the visible signs of her own arousal. It wasn't easy. She didn't envy Hiccup with such an obvious signal of his own. Someone who didn't know her wouldn't be able to tell, but she knew Hiccup could tell. And Gobber might figure out how much Hiccup's presence and hidden actions had affected her.

"All right then, Hiccup. I'm going to go show this to Dagnar, see what he thinks. I'll be back in a bit. You stay here, mind the fire since it's up, aye?"

"No problem, Gobber." Astrid could hear the strain in Hiccup's voice, how hard he fought to keep himself sounding as he always did, but Gobber didn't notice. He grabbed the sword and slid the hook on his arm into the neck of his shirt, tossing it over his shoulder as he walked out the door. "I'll be back," he said again.

Knowing that Hiccup was struggling with hiding his reaction to her made her arousal even worse, but they both stood entirely still, listening to Gobber walk across the courtyard, the sound of his metal leg fading as he moved away across the stone courtyard.

Astrid was about to spin toward Hiccup and tackle him to the ground when he turned to her first, eyebrows down, his face firm and almost severe.

"My workroom. Go there. Now."

She gasped, her eyes widening, shock like ice dousing the spreading fire in her veins. Was he telling her to leave him alone?

"Go in there, and take your boots off."

"Just my boots?"

"Yes. Now."

The moment of decision spread outward, where between one breath and the next she had to choose to do as he said, or challenge him for asking.

She knew she should challenge him. She should ask why. She should make him explain.

But deep inside, she wanted to obey. To do as he asked because she knew he was planning something she'd like.

If she asked, he'd tell her. He'd explain, immediately. But the burning excitement and temptation of doing as he said without asking why, without demanding to know his plans, fueled her movement as she pushed away from the table without a word, and walked into his workroom in the back of the forge.

The doorway was low, and to her knowledge Gobber didn't fit through the doorway. Stoick, Hiccup had told her, had only come in once, and his entrance and exit hadn't been easy. Hiccup had to duck his head to enter his own workroom, and she did too, as she pushed the door mostly closed behind her.

Boots off. That wasn't so difficult.

She'd gotten what she'd wanted. Her armor was off, and her skirt was on the worktable in the next room. But with her boots off, wearing just short leggings and a too-tight shirt, she felt entirely unprotected. She couldn't run, and if anyone discovered them, it would more than obvious that she was up to something and it wasn't armor repair.

Then Hiccup entered the room and shut the door, latching it behind him.

It wasn't completely dark. The sun was still high enough that the spaces between the boards on the outside wall lit the room in lines of gold, the dust in the air dancing in the thin beams of light. She could see him, see that he had something in his hand that he dropped on the floor by the door, but she couldn't see what it was, or the expression on his face. Her eyes hadn't adjusted to the dimness.

She stood with her back to his desk, her hands resting on the edge, unsure of where to go. But when Hiccup slid his hands over her neck, tilted her head, and kissed her, she didn't want to go anywhere. His lips burned hers, and she grabbed his shirt, hanging on as the torrent of heat grew within her again, leaving her gasping between kisses.

"We don't have much time before Gobber gets back," he said, the quiet intensity of his voice causing the flames inside her to build, scorching her from the inside out.

She nodded, unsure of what to say, unsure what he meant. Then she felt his hands cover the waistband of her leggings, his thumbs dipping inside to follow the curve of her hipbones up and down, as far as he could reach.

He leaned in, his lips near her ear. "Let me… let me make you scream. Quietly."

"How does one scream quietly?"

"Let's find out," he replied. She could see his face, so close to hers, his half smile wicked and intoxicating.

She nodded slowly. "What do you want me to do?"

"Sit right there," he said, lifting her hips enough that she slid back until she was sitting on the edge of his desk. "Don't move."

Then he kissed her again.

His hands slid beneath her shirt, his fingertips teasing her nipples into harder peaks, then pinching them the way she liked, the way that made her gasp into his mouth. He kneaded her flesh gently, then pinched again, alternating soft and wickedly hard touches so unpredictably that her skin grew damp with sweat and her breathing was a jagged rhythm she couldn't control.

Then he lowered his head, and pulled her nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply. Her head fell back, her upper body resting on her hands, so she couldn't touch him, couldn't try to make him feel the same incendiary agony. His lips, his teeth, his mouth moved over her, first one breast, then the other, sucking, nibbling, then stroking her skin with his tongue, and it was all she could do to keep from crying out. Her breasts felt heavy, overly sensitive, and if he stopped she'd have to kill him.

She felt his hands slide down her sides, then one arm wrapped around her waist. He lifted her off the desk for a moment, tipping her weight back entirely onto her hands. She opened her mouth to ask him what he was doing when she felt him tug the waistband of her leggings over her hips and down her legs.

When he set her down on his desk, she froze, unable to breathe for a moment.

When he knelt in front of her, pressing her knees gently apart, she understood.

When his tongue touched the inside of her thigh, she closed her eyes, gripping the wood of the desk with both hands, praying she'd be able to keep quiet.

His fingers slowly traced her, then pressed her apart so his tongue could take over.

There was no way she'd be able to remain silent. She felt the tentative, then confident touch of his hands, his mouth, his fingertips, and his tongue, sliding down, then up, circling the sensitive peak then dipping down again. He experimented, trying different amounts of pressure, rubbing then pressing, then covering her with moisture and doing it all again.

It was the most wonderful torment. Her entire being focused on that one spot, on the hot pressure of his tongue as he teased her, threw her breathing and her body into random patterns of exquisite sensation, guiding her towards orgasm.

Unable to stop herself, she moved her hips against his touch, and he paused, as if he were listening to the movements of her body, before he slid his fingers into her, answering each tilt of her hips with a thrust of his own.

She saw stars on the back of her eyelids, and her heart was racing, her blood flying through her body, hot like dragon fire in her veins. His touch had made her arousal more sharp, more consuming, but she'd been on edge since they'd left the cave behind the falls. Now, she was hurtling towards combustion, biting her lips to keep from making any sound.

Her back arched, sweaty and taut with tension, the core of her body scorched with pleasure that built and built. Without thinking, she reached down, pressed to adjust his angle, and gasped deeply when the pressure changed and built even faster. Oh, gods, she was going to explode and scream when she did it.

Her eyes opened, and she could see the beams of the ceiling, the way the light of the forge blaze danced through the cracks in the wall, sliding across the wood above her in sinuous waves. Those same waves of fire were inside her, growing until she swore she'd burst into flames, too.

She shouldn't. She shouldn't look.

Why not?

So she did.

His brows were down, focused, intent and determined, the way he looked when his incredible mind was flying at impossible speeds to figure something out, and what he was figuring out was her.

He wanted to learn her body the way he learned everything else.

And once that thought coalesced in her mind, she shattered, flying apart in every direction, trying desperately to keep silent as her mind and body screamed in release.

When awareness returned, when she felt the wood and paper beneath her, heard the crackle of the fire and opened her eyes to see the dancing lights on the ceiling, she realized she had her hand fisted in Hiccup's hair.

"Oh, Gods, I'm sorry!" She let go and tried to smooth his hair down, which never worked.

He laughed, and the warmth of his breath made her shiver. She was so sensitive, like lightning had been trapped under her skin.

When he stood, she hopped off the table and pulled his mouth to hers, kissing him deeply. She could taste him, and her, and she wanted to kiss him for hours. She wanted to make him not-scream the way she had, and she could feel his erection against her stomach, hot and hard. She could make him scream silently, too.

He pulled away, then brushed a kiss over her lips before stepping back. His breathing was uneven, and she wanted to pull him towards her, but he reached past her to pick up whatever he'd placed on the floor.

"Your skirt. You were changing into it to test the new clasp."

"I was?"

"You were." His smile was a mix of delight and wickedness. Then he opened the door and went back into the workroom, closing the door behind him with a click, the latch falling into place automatically.

She was reaching for her skirt when an enormous crash made her jump.

"Hiccup! What is this?!" Gobber's voice filled the forge, and echoed even in Hiccup's workroom.

"Sorry, sorry." She heard Hiccup hurry over to the door of the forge, untangling Gobber from whatever had collapsed on him. Had Hiccup left something in the doorway so he'd hear if Gobber returned? Probably. Astrid smiled, though she felt her face heat up.

He'd prepared, thought ahead to keep their location secure as long as possible, giving her, and him, as much time and space as he could.

"Why is the chain mail in the doorway?"

Hiccup, always thinking of distraction and surprise, changed the subject. "I was moving it, sorry, and - what did Dagnar say?"

"Oh, Dagnar, he was pleased with the idea. I mentioned that it could be ceremonial, like you said, and he puffed up, started marking out a place on the wall above the fire. I won't tell him that the smoke will turn it black, though," Gobber said on a laugh. "He'll bring it back and we can make it more ceremonial for him."

Astrid pulled on the skirt, and checked that her clothing was in place, her shirt pulled taut and straight, her short leggings not too rumpled, though they were covered by the skirt.

The clasp had been mended. When Hiccup had found the time to mend it before following her into his work room, she had no idea, but he'd bent the metal back into place, and it held, strong as ever.

When she opened the door, Hiccup was on the far side of the forge, adding wood to the main fire while Gobber maneuvered the sword into its white hot center. "Clasp mended, then, lass?"

"It is, thanks. Or, thanks to Hiccup."

"Oh, he should get all the credit, I'm sure," Gobber said with a grin. Her eyes narrowed. It looked to Astrid like he'd winked at Hiccup, but she couldn't be sure.

"I'm off for home. Good night."

"Good night, Astrid. Come back tomorrow and we'll have your armor mended, right, Hiccup?"

"Oh, yeah, sure. See you tomorrow."

As she wandered out into the eerie half-light of summer evening, not dark but not light either, Astrid felt languid, completely at ease, and thankful.

Until she overheard Gobber talking to Hiccup, his voice carrying on the breeze over the water, turning her stomach to ice, like the cold wind that would soon cover Berk and drive the sun away.

"…be making your wedding sword soon enough, you know."
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The next morning, the air was thick and still. To Astrid, it felt electric. It almost reminded her of winter, when the fire in the hearth would dry the air so much that her hair crackled when she brushed it. It was still too humid and hot for roaring fires, but with the absence of any breeze, the tension in the air around her felt like sparks. She kept looking to the horizon for dark clouds or any sign of lightning, but the sun, sluggish as Meatlug and stubborn as Hookfang, made its desultory way across the sky, and any clouds that appeared were soft and benign.

But the tension she felt, it was real. Stormfly was agitated during their morning patrol, her quills shaking at any provocation. Once their ride ended, her dragon went into her bed and fussed with her nest, pulling the straw into a tighter coil and moving the clothing of Astrid's that she'd "borrowed" deeper into the stables.

Fishlegs' mom had said it was going to rain, and if Stormfly's behavior and the subtle pressure she felt in the air were any indication, she was right. But no clouds gathered over the waves, threatening Berk with a wet arrival. Most of their storms came from the sea, but the horizon was as clear as it had been for weeks.

After her chores and a brief conversation with Sigrid over lunch, discussing what she wouldn't be cooking in the lesson she wouldn't be having, Astrid stuffed some supplies in her satchel, grabbed her axe, two staves, and her sword, and made her way to the meadow.

As she walked the path that lined the visible edge of Berk, she glanced over her shoulder at the horizon, where the light remained clear and unblemished by any grey. She looked over at the academy across the harbor, searching for any sign of Toothless. She was pretty sure Hiccup had a long flight that morning, bringing supplies to one of their fishing vessels and warning them of the potential for a storm. Despite Snotlout's mockery, most everyone believed Fishleg's mother when she said the sky was going to do something. If she'd said it was going to snow that afternoon, Astrid and everyone else would have worn a cloak and hood without a second thought.

Rain might have been in the prediction, but it was still ghastly hot at midday. The darkness of the forest moved over Astrid's skin and cooled the air around her as she made her way deeper into the woods. She knew she'd beat Hiccup; he wouldn't show for at least an hour.

She smiled. She had plenty of time to think, and to prepare.

But less than half an hour later, the sound of Hiccup's distinctive walk reached her ears across the clearing. Had he hurried? How had he flown back so quicky? Her heart sped up as she listened to him approach. She was ready for sparring, and everything she needed was in place, but the coldness in her palms and the sparks in her stomach grew, her eyes searching the edge of the meadow until he appeared.

Astrid didn't bother to chastise herself. She waited until he was close enough to hear her before she moved to meet him in the sun.

"I have something for you."

His reply was instant. "Please don't tell me it's yak nog."

Her eyes narrowed, though she had to purse her lips to keep from smiling. "You're hilarious. No, it's not."

"Is it food?"

"No, but thank you for the idea." Laughter lightened her voice as he grinned at her.

"What are you supposedly learning today?"

"Something about baking. Not bread, though. Hey - you still owe me a lesson."

"You can come by the forge again. I can show you tonight." He looked down at the grass then back at her, his cheeks turning pink. "If you want. I have to help Gobber later anyway."

Astrid felt heat spread across her body as more sparks collected in her stomach, a pulsing, spinning sense of anticipation. "I may do that. Still working on the ceremonial sword?"

"Yep." Hiccup let the weapons in his hand fall softly to the grass, then reached down to tighten the straps on his prosthetic leg. "He's got all kinds of ideas."

"I'm sure. So, you ready?"

He stood up, relaxed and aware, and faced her. "What are we doing today? Why are you holding your axe?"

Astrid looked down. "Oh, no reason. Just habit." She leaned it against a rock, then turned back, fingertips still touching the handle. "Did you want to practice with axes?"

"Nah. Axe throwing is not my thing."

"It's a good close combat weapon, but you're already better with staves. Or a sword. Have you tried swords?"

He nodded.

"What's your best weapon?"

"You mean aside from Toothless?"

Astrid shot him a dubious look. She'd left sparring practice sore and tired enough to know he wasn't defenseless, no matter what he said.

"Arrows, probably."

"You do have good aim. You prefer that or staves to swords?"

"Oh, yeah," he said, distracted. He'd picked up the weapons and the long metal pipe he'd brought and was moving them towards the arsenal she'd carried with her.

"Is that a spear?"

"Yes. Made it earlier this month. Was debating how best to use it."

"Can I see?" Astrid didn't hide her eagerness at a chance to examine a weapon Hiccup built, and took the pale grey spear from him when he offered it to her. It was slightly shorter than she was, and tapered slightly at both ends, but not sharp enough for stabbing. She bounced it in her palm. "It's so light - wait, is this hollow?"

"Yeah." He stood close, moved his hand over hers to show her how to hold it so her fingers could work the internal mechanism. "It's designed to hold Zippleback gas, or maybe Monstrous Nightmare gel, so if you press here, it activates."

Two cylindrical buttons beneath her fingers slid into place, and she heard and felt something metal shift in the center. "Is that a central weight?"

He nodded as Astrid stepped back, testing the balance of the metal staff and trying to shake whatever it was inside loose.

Hiccup narrowed his eyes, glancing at her face then closely watching the metal spinning in her hands. "It shouldn't move or lose the center position. But if you press those buttons again, the cartridge inside will be pierced and let the gas out."

"And a spark?"

"Haven't gotten that far. Wanted to ask you."

Astrid focused on the spear in her hand, envisioning different scenarios where it would be useful to have a spear that lit on fire. "The thing is, it's so lightweight, you can't really hit anything with it. It'll crumple, or bend and shear off the end if it hits a hard surface."

"It's reinforced, so it's stronger than it looks," he said, taking the staff from her hand. "Want to try it out?"

Astrid's blood sizzled with a slightly different kind of anticipation. "Yes."

They took turns, each trying to bend or break the metal, using it for offensive and defensive maneuvers until both of them were sweaty and breathing heavily. He was right; the metal was strong, and didn't crease or break. They pushed each other, Hiccup to test the flaws and strengths of the weapon he designed, and Astrid for the challenge and burn of her muscles, the release of tension she craved daily. Usually sparring unwound the taut rigidity built of a thousand daily stresses, chipping them away to nothing through brutal, fluid, unending movement.

But despite the exertion, a different tension remained, one that was somehow molten, deep in her belly, causing her to lose her focus. He watched her so closely when they fought, predicting her movements, analyzing her patterns to find opportunities to strike, to score a point. So far, they were nearly tied, the weapon working equally well for them both.

"One design flaw," Hiccup said, pulling his shirt up to wipe the metal. "It gets slippery if your hands are damp." Astrid watched as his eyes narrowed and his lips moved as if he were muttering to himself, and knew he was mentally designing solutions at a speed faster than she could imagine. He was still holding the hem of his shirt up, though, and so she let him ponder and think without sneaking in to attack him.

It was tempting. She could knock him sideways easily when he was so deeply distracted. But it was more enticing to look at him, to examine the freckles that formed a random pattern over the muscles of his abdomen, like an invitation to follow and explore. She looked up when she sensed Hiccup staring at her, and felt her face turn deep red.

"I think I need you to make me one of those," she said, brushing her hands off and using the tip of her boot to launch her staff into the air. She caught it with one hand, not looking away from Hiccup.

He was watched her, observing her movements, following her as she backed slowly around him. He pivoted on his metal leg, assumed a defensive posture, and waited for her to strike.

It was the narrowing of his eyes, the lowering of his eyebrows that caused her attention to slip away from the match in front of her.

She had to guard herself against the same attention she craved. His intense focus, the way his eyes caught every movement she made, it was distracting. It pulled her away from combat like the sun sparks on the water that looked like sails and fooled her into going off course on patrol.

He must have sensed her softening attention, because he pivoted in one lithe movement, the concentration evident in his face, a frown that wasn't anger but more…determination.

Again, she thought to herself, Tuff wasn't wrong. He was good.

And being the center of that determination was intoxicating, like too much mead and not enough water.

The metal hit her wooden staff with a low ring, and they battled sideways across the clearing, each taking an advantage, then shifting to defense, neither scoring a point. She blocked a hit to her side, spun and dropped to try to strike his leg, but he evaded her easily, jumping over her staff and leaning to try to catch her arm while she recovered her balance. He was used to a wider range of balance than she was, she realized. He could recover from a tilt that would have made her tumble into the grass. She couldn't count on him falling. He was too hard to push over.

Their battle continued, both of them sweating, pushing their hair out of their faces with quick gestures and refusing to back down. Hiccup's stubbornness matched her own, and while the tempo of their fight may have slowed slightly, the sound of impact creating a more subtle rhythm than the urgent rapid fire of a few moments before, determination remained, neither side giving quarter.

Astrid was no longer surprised he was good. Sparring with him had moved from being a curious anticipation to a hunger, a desire to release her own strength against a partner who could return it equally. They had very different styles, but were both attentive and analytical in subtly distinct ways.

She pushed her hair out of her eyes again, tucking the ends of her bangs under the leather of her kransen to hold them back. Hiccup didn't follow the movements of her hands until they were both on the spear of wood she held.

Then his eyes focused, his gaze and the weight of it a distraction, a challenge she had to meet within herself. Anger for her own susceptibility didn't come, though. His attention encouraged her desire, both to win, and to continue the battle.

She moved steadily around his side, building her attack, considering first a strike to his arm, then to his back, or lower.

But each time she struck, he deflected her momentum, pushing her to the side and forcing her to start over. His movements were slow and fluid, like hot water swirling in the springs, while her attacks were sharp, jagged in rhythm like lighting.

A stray thought, one unrelated to battle, slid through her mind. It was as frustrating to fight him as it was to find time to not fight with him.

And of course her mind went toward the not-fighting, the possibilities of that same energy, that same focus.

He was sweaty, his skin gleaming. The roots of his hair were damp, dark brown against the flickers of fiery red brought out by the sun. A drop of moisture ran down his neck, then below the collar of his shirt, and her attention half followed it while tracking the movements of his hands, defending against any potential attack.

She pressed forward, her staff spinning in his hands, her mind one fraction ahead, calculating an opening, a weakness, a place she could strike.

Astrid raised her staff and brought it down, but he easily blocked her, both arms pressing the center of his staff above his hand against hers, sliding the metal toward her hands so she'd have to step back or let go, neither an acceptable option.

So she stepped toward him, into the space beneath his arms, so he'd have to either jump back or fall against her. She'd win a point either way.

But he did neither of those things. A tactical error, she realized, just as he let go of one end of the metal he held. With a quick, easy movement, casual and unthreatening, he slid his weapon around hers in the time it took to breathe. She was trapped, caught between his body and the metal spear in his hands, now across her back, a gentle bar, pressing coolness against her skin.

"Point is mine," he said softly, a smile on his lips as he looked at her mouth, then her eyes.

She glared at him, unable to resist the anger when he teased her, even though her pulse was racing at the closeness, the heat she felt from his body, his arms surrounding her.

Astrid allowed her weapon to slide through her fingers so one end dropped to the earth beside her. She leaned casually on it, waiting for him to move away.

He didn't. Hiccup released his hold on the metal behind her and let her go, but didn't step away from her. He pushed his hair back from his face, then puled the hem of his shirt up to wipe his forehead, but he didn't move.

Why didn't he take his shirt off? She knew he'd sparred with Tuffnut, both of them shirtless. Why would he keep his shirt on now, when it was even warmer than it had been then?

The glimpse of his stomach, the reddish hair and freckles following the contours of his abdomen before they disappeared around his sides and beneath the waistband of his trousers, ran through her like fire.

Her eyes narrowed as an idea formed in her mind, desire and temptation turning to strategy.

"You know, I think we need to improve the stakes. Change the rules."

He raised a brow, his mouth twisting into a half smile. "The rules? Don't like losing?"

She glared again. "I'm not losing. We're nearly even."

"Uh huh," he replied, sarcasm evident in his voice.

She took a step back, not hiding her perusal of his body, the curve of his hips, the patch of stomach bared by his shirt, which he was now using to wipe his neck.

Astrid tossed her staff from palm to palm, walking slowly around him. He kept his eyes on her but didn't turn his body to follow her.

"For every point, winner gets a prize."

"A prize?"

She nodded, a grin slowly breaking across her face. This was truly her best idea ever.

"Yes. Winner chooses."

"Oh, Gods."

She didn't reply. She knew she looked smug, and she normally never allowed herself to brag. But since she intended to win the next point, it was permissible.

"Starting now?" Hiccup had dropped the hem of his shirt, and was shaking his arms out, probably releasing the tension that built so easily between them. She did the same.

In moments, he was ready to begin again.

She smiled at him, her breath skipping at the answering grin on his face.

Then she sobered.

"Starting now."

And with no warning, she struck toward him, aiming for his legs. He blocked her very easily, which she'd counted on, knowing the defense of his legs was the first thing he'd worked on. His movements were instinctive, muscle memory and practice making his defense and counter attack seem like he worked with premonition, predicting her movements before she made them.

He knew her very well.

But not well enough. She slowed, pulling back on the desire to win that flew through her body, allowing herself to change her pattern and slow down just enough that he couldn't follow. When she saw the movement of his brows signal his frown, she spun, striking out and tapping his thigh with the side of her staff.

"Point!"

He shook his head, though he was smiling at her.

"So what's your prize, then?"

She tilted her head and pretended to think as she walked toward him. He watched her as she approached, his face neutral, mouth gentle, not wary but not giving away what he was thinking, either.

Then his gaze dropped for a moment to her mouth and stayed for a breath, then another, before he met her eyes again.

She stopped with a fraction of space between them, and placed her fingertips on his chest. He frowned.

"I want your shirt."

"What?"

"Your shirt. I want it."

"For what?"

"Not your concern." She laughed, her happy exhilaration echoing off the rock cliffs behind them.

His eyes widened. "Wait - with every point, winner gets a prize, and it can be _clothing_?"

She arched a brow and nodded.

Hiccup removed his shirt.

She took it from him, turned and tossed it toward her weapons, the first of what she wanted to be many more prizes on her side.

When she faced him to start again, she realized she'd made a very large mistake.

It's difficult not to stare at him with his shirt off.

She knew he had muscles. She'd seen them. She'd felt them as they flew together, fought them in practice, and in rare, precious moments, explored them with her hands.

But with the visible signs of exertion in the heat, his body was entirely different. Shining skin met shadows and curves and there was a scattering of hair and freckles everywhere and she'd made a terrible mistake.

Hiccup didn't seem to notice her distraction, the way her breathing was uneven and hard to control. He looked more comfortable - and he probably was, with his shirt off.

Another error on her part.

Well, she could at least enjoy the fruit of her own mistake. She stepped into a defensive posture, waiting for his attack.

He gestured to the wooden staff she held. "Want to trade weapons again?"

"No, thanks. I'm good."

He nodded in response, then attacked.

It was like the boundary of his body had shifted, or maybe her awareness had, but all she saw in that next span of time was what she didn't see nearly enough of normally. The way his muscles flexed and shifted, the strength that hid behind his lean stature, beneath the slightly loose folds of fabric. His flight suit gave away nothing, and his clothing was otherwise unremarkable.

But now, she could see every movement, every curl of strength. His biceps flexed and she couldn't watch the telltale movements of his hands because she couldn't stop staring. When had he -

_Focus_, Astrid told herself, clenching her jaw and narrowing her eyes.

Maybe she could start a plot to strike each freckle. They'd be here for months, he had so many. Were they everywhere? Did they continue beneath -

She jumped, off balance, as he swept his weapon toward her, aiming for her leg. Tumbling across the grass to gather and control her momentum, she hissed at herself in frustration. It didn't matter where his freckles were.

Well, it did. But it didn't matter _right then_.

Well accustomed to her ability to change direction, Hiccup had advanced as she recovered her position. When she turned to face him in a crouch, to move low and jump to strike, she found him in a similar posture, his focus intense, again directed entirely at her. She felt as if she were outlined with fire, burning from the outside in.

What in Thor's name had she been thinking?

His breathing was rapid, even, and transfixing, the shift of movement and shadow drawing her eyes, even as she fought the temptation to look.

His body was an uncharted island she wanted to explore, and she had to hit him to continue her journey.

What a significant tactical error she'd made. How was she going to hit him? Where? Could she just tackle him instead?

She didn't get to answer that question because Hiccup took advantage of her uneven defense, the interruption of her thoughts and lack of focus, and tapped her on the side with his staff.

"Point."

She stepped back, pulling her arm across her forehead, wiping sweat away. Her heart was racing, both from frustration and terrible anticipation at what he'd say, what he would ask for.

Under her rules, losing a point took on an entirely new meaning. He was so unwilling to take his shirt off in front of her — not here, nor in the forge where it was even hotter. So what would he ask for as a prize? What garment of hers would he name, if he was hesitant to be shirtless in front of her?

It was warm, of course, so she wore less than usual, but there were still many possibilities, all of which made her shiver.

She struggled to breathe evenly, but her voice was smooth when she spoke. "What's your prize?"

He grinned, a wicked, happy smile that she'd never seen before and wanted to savor.

He opened his mouth.

His answer was drowned out by thunder.
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Thunder cracked the sky above them. The sound ricocheted across the mountains like the gods had jumped down to run across the earth.

"We have to get back." Hiccup started running toward their things, which were strewn in a wide arc in the shade.

Only there was no shade. Clouds had covered the sun and turned the sky a muddy, frightening green. He hadn't noticed.

A knot formed in his stomach. He hadn't noticed at all.

Astrid kept pace alongside him, picking up weapons and shoving things into her satchel, but when the rain began, it came down in sheets, a torrent that flooded the meadow with massive puddles within minutes.

"There's no time to get back to Berk. We have to find shelter here," Astrid said, yelling over the sound of water hitting every surface.

Hiccup looked at the path across the meadow, barely visible in the downpour, and knew she was right. In the distance, a rumble of thunder like a rockslide from the sky moved toward them, and he took a step back into the trees, looking for a safe place to cover them both.

Astrid took off at full speed and grabbed his arm on her way past, spinning him toward the cliffs. "This way. I know there's a cave back here - or there was a few years ago."

The dark sky continued to break apart. Fat, almost painful raindrops pelted them from between the tree branches. It washed away the sweat and grime, but left them both shivering as the wind blew past. Lighting flashed above, and they looked at one another as they heard and felt it strike nearby. Another roar of thunder followed in instant later, and they sped up, though Hiccup could feel the water seeping into the space between the cuff of his prosthetic and the skin above it. Soon he wouldn't be able to run, much less walk.

They reached the edge of the forest nearest the cliffs. Astrid threw her weapons down and scrambled up a slope covered in rocks and debris from a recent slide, digging a path with both hands that immediately disappeared and sent more stones tumbling down behind her. "Stay there until I find the entrance," she called, her voice rough and uneven.

The rain slowed her progress more than the loose stones, but she reached a rocky ledge and pulled herself up onto it. Hiccup couldn't see her for several minutes, and he began to worry that she'd fallen or become trapped. Just as he started to lean his weapons against a tree to climb after her, she reappeared.

"Found it! The entrance is a bit of a climb, though."

"Better than nothing," he replied, knowing she couldn't hear him. He wasn't sure how he was going to climb up the slope. Carrying the metal spear would be a bad idea with the lightning, but he needed leverage to push himself up. He reached down to tighten the cuff on his leg to the point where it began to hurt, then spun the mechanism below to switch from the rounded metal foot he'd been using to a spear tip he normally only used in the winter.

Using the spear to anchor himself, he began to climb to the ledge. He left his weapons behind, and carried his bag across his body. The water ran over his skin, soaking him as if he was standing beneath the waterfalls. The rain was relentless, the force of the water driving him backward, turning each step he took into two, then three more.

Suddenly Astrid was there, at his side, grabbing his arm, pulling him up the slope. Hiccup swallowed the burn of frustration and humiliation, pushing himself toward the ledge.

"Almost…there," she said, her breathing serrated with the sound of fear.

Then, at last, his hand found the jagged outcropping she'd climbed onto, and within another breath and another flash of lightning, they both cleared the edge, rolling down a slight incline toward the rock wall.

"Where's the cave entrance?"

Astrid's reply was drowned by another roar of thunder, but he followed when she began to crawl, then run in a crouch, toward a boulder leaning against the rock face at an angle. When she reached it, she slid to her knees, then crawled into a small dark space behind the stone, barely visible from the front.

Just how big was this cave?

Hiccup dropped to his knees, pulling his bag higher on his shoulder, and looked at the tiny space. The rain washed over him, wiping away dirt and pebbles, and he felt the sting of many cuts and scrapes from the climb. He was about to call Astrid's name when her hand appeared, reaching for him.

"Get in here!"

"Astrid, wait. Is-"

"Inside. NOW." She grabbed his arm, but he couldn't let her pull him inside. He shook her off, pushed his bag into the darkness and then, using his arms, levered himself into the space behind the boulder.

It was a low opening, but once he moved past the entrance, the cave opened up into a large chamber. He could barely see anything beyond the entrance, but when lighting split the sky behind them with a roar, the flash of light illuminated the space. He saw rock spears reaching toward the ground from a tall domed ceiling, but the light disappeared before he could see anything else.

Astrid took his hand. "This way."

"You've been here before?"

"Years ago, yeah. There's a ledge here. It slopes down into the cave. Let's go."

"Not yet."

"Why not?"

"Ever been in here when it rains?"

"No. Good point."

The wall behind them was smooth, and Hiccup used his hands to keep his balance, pivoting on his metal leg to slide his foot forward along the ledge to see how far it extended in front of him.

"I think we can sit here. We should be far enough from the cave entrance."

"Right. And we'd hear if it fills up with water," Astrid replied, her voice moving away as she slid down the wall to sit.

Hiccup stared into the darkness, waiting for his eyes to adjust, feeling drops of water from his hair roll down his back as he lowered himself to the ground. He'd be filthy when they emerged.

Then the sound of water cascading onto the rock beside him made him jump.

"What is that? Is the cave filling?"

"What? No, no, we're fine. Sorry."

"That was you?"

"Yeah. Wringing out my braid."

He started to laugh. "Judging by that sound, you could store water for days in your hair."

"Might be useful." He could imagine her mouth, curled at the edges into a smile that matched the warmth of her voice. Then he heard her shuffle her feet forward, and her voice came from above his head. "I'll be right back."

"Where are you going?"

"I'm pretty sure I hid supplies in here awhile back, when we were setting up hiding places during the raids. If they're dry, then this cave doesn't flood."

The sound of her movements descended away to his left, and he shook his head to get some of the water out of his hair now that he knew he wouldn't splatter her with cold. Closing his eyes to give them time to adjust to the near total darkness, he listened to the storm outside, the thunder rolling over the lighting, the rain water pouring down the side of the cliff beyond.

Inside the cave, it was quiet, the torment of the storm muffled to almost an echo in the stillness inside. He didn't hear the sound of any water inside the cave. The only sound he could make out was the careful scuffing of Astrid's steps as she moved down the slope away from him.

He felt the skin of his leg begin to burn, a sign that he needed to take his prosthetic off and let everything dry, but he couldn't move from where he sat if he did that. He couldn't hop on one leg or navigate the darkness safely, and he wasn't sure if where he currently waited was the safest option, either. He was on some sort of ledge, almost like a platform, higher than the floor, and he could hear moving Astrid below and in front of him.

"Hmmm." She sounded as if she were plotting some tactical strategy. She probably was. Maybe she could come up with one to battle the growing embarrassment he told himself he shouldn't feel but did anyway.

He was going to have to make himself less mobile and more of a hindrance to keep himself from injury, and he hated it.

"Ah ha! Found it."

"Found what?"

"Supplies! I knew I'd hidden them in here."

"What do you have?"

"Blankets, flint, kindling, some water, dried meat."

"With that much, we could stay here for days." Hiccup spoke without thinking, and cursed himself as a lengthening silence hung from the edge of his words.

A muffled crash and the curse that followed stopped him from trying to speak, and probably from making things worse.

"What happened? Are you all right?"

"I tripped. Let me start the fire, then I'll go clean off outside."

"Keep talking, and I'll come to you and start the fire."

"Nope, got it." A spark, then another, then a tiny glow appeared in the bottomless darkness ahead of him. Then he saw Astrid's hair, gold and white in the flickering light that swelled around her. "Can you see me?"

He nodded, then realized she couldn't see him. "Yeah. Hang on."

He stood slowly, pressing his weight against his arms and his good leg, trying not to use his prosthesis for anything but balance. He made his way down the slope, the path becoming clearer as she fed more chips of wood to the tiny fire and slowly filled the cave with light.

"Do we need more fuel?"

"No, I left a pile of it behind that rock. I found it by falling on it." Her tone was dry, self-deprecating. Hiccup froze, disoriented by hearing his own habits echoed in her voice.

The dirt on the floor of the cave was surprisingly soft, and his steps, even with the metal spike of his leg sliding across the ground, were nearly silent. When he reached the fire, Astrid had finished pushing the dirt into a small circle to keep it contained, and was adding twigs and larger pieces of kindling to help it grow. As the light increased, he could see that her shoulder armor, an older, dented set of guards, rested on the ground, and her side was covered with dark smears that ran from her shoulder to her knee.

"Are you okay?"

She glanced up at him. There was more dirt smeared across her chin, but she smiled. "Yeah, I'm fine."

"I've got that - go ahead and rinse off if…um, if you want."

She grinned at him again, then jumped up and rushed for the entrance. Astrid never moved slowly when she could fly.

Hiccup found the supplies she'd hidden, part of the numerous caches they'd gathered when raids had been an ongoing problem. Stoick had devised multiple escape routes to allow people to move to safe hiding places while Berk's defenses were replenished between attacks. There were several large pieces of old wool, tacked together into makeshift blankets, each wrapped around a skin of water and a small bundle of dried meat. He spread two blankets, one on top of the other, then sat on one side, moving the food and water away from the fire. Then he began to detach his leg.

Trying not to chastise himself as he unwound the straps, he loosened the cuff gradually, and gently removed each piece so his skin wouldn't tear.

"You okay?" He jumped at the sound of Astrid's voice behind him but didn't look.

"Yeah, just-"

"Oh, right, the rain. You need help?"

He shook his head, unable to speak.

"Be right back."

Hiccup finished rolling up his leggings so his skin would dry, wishing he knew where his shirt had gone so he could use it. Well, no, he probably couldn't. It'd be soaking wet by now.

He placed his metal leg next to him, not too close to the fire or in a place where Astrid might trip on it. When detached, it had a number of sharp edges, and he'd stepped on it several mornings in a row before he found a place to keep it where it wouldn't fall out of reach or roll beneath his bed to make him stumble.

Then, nothing else to do, he leaned back on his arms, watching the fire grow. It was devouring the slender pieces of branch Astrid had added, and he was about to reach for more when she returned.

"Hiccup?"

"Right here. Can you see?"

"Not well. Ah - there you are." Her voice was muffled for a moment, and he was sitting up to look for her when he heard a torrent of water hitting the dirt on the opposite side of the cave.

"What was that?"

"My shirt. Wringing it out."

Hiccup had no answer to that.

"Do you see my bag?"

He looked around. Bag. Her bag. It should be here. He heard more water splashing onto the ground.

Oh, Gods. What had she removed now?

What was he looking for again?

"Oh, here it is." She moved into the gold boundary of the firelight across from him, and he was afraid to look up and unable to keep himself from doing so.

Her hair was unraveled, half out of its braid, and she'd removed her skirt as well as her shirt. All she wore were short leggings and a long sleeveless top, and he wondered if there was any way to keep her from moving closer, because he was pretty sure his lungs were going to explode if he didn't remember how to breathe soon. If she came toward him, he'd forget again and probably pass out.

"Got another blanket?"

He handed it to her as she moved around the fire. Graceful and decisive as ever, she sat next to him, curling her legs toward the fire. Then she spread the blanket over her shoulder and, using one hand, wound it over his shoulders as well, covering them both.

Astrid was frowning, and he understood her expression instantly, following her gaze as she examined their temporary position. She was looking at the situation with familiar tactical clarity, and he could see her expression change as she checked off items in her mind. There was fire, fuel, some water, some food, and the rain shouldn't flood the cave.

"The storm won't last forever," she said softly. "So we wait."

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

She sat up to count the fuel pile, and when she was finished, she moved closer to him. Her legs became entangled in his, the stump of his left leg resting on her knee. He didn't want to move away, but he wasn't sure she was comfortable, either.

"Gods, Hiccup, your leg."

"Sorry, hang on," he said, pushing himself with his hands to move away from her. She stopped him with a firm grip on his knee, and pulled his leg closer.

"Don't move. What happened? It's so red."

So was his face, and he was glad she couldn't see that clearly. "Oh, yeah, it's, um, I'm fine. I had to tighten the cuff to climb the slope. I'm okay."

She drew a breath, a concerned hiss that pinched her expression. Without hesitation or uncertainty, she moved her hand to touch the red ridges where the cuff had been tightened against his skin. Her fingers were gentle and cold, and felt wonderful against the angry flush that covered the lower remaining half of his leg. Carefully, she examined him, the touch of her hands cool and comforting, and unbearably arousing. He didn't know what to do with anyone other than himself, or maybe Gobber, looking at the space where his leg ended abruptly, and Astrid was fearlessly touching him with tender concern, her expression fierce and serious. "Hiccup, this looks painful."

"It looks worse than it is. I'll be fine in a little bit." He swallowed painfully, trying to keep his voice sounding as close to normal as possible. "I just have to...not wear it for a while."

Then she looked at him with that familiar tactical expression, as if she were plotting an intricate strategy and he was involved.

The effect of her attention was immediate and extended beyond feeling his cheeks begin to burn. He shifted, moved his arm across his lap, and for neither the first nor the last time, he cursed the obvious signals of how he felt that were difficult to hide.

To distract himself, he thought ahead. How would they get back to Berk separately, with no indication that they'd been together this long.

How would they get back to Berk separately, with no indication that they'd been together this long.

Alone.

In the dark.

He had to start thinking of something else.

Now.
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Astrid leaned her head on his shoulder, waiting for the fire to warm her, to take the slick chill from her skin. In the quiet, she could feel the stiffness in Hiccup's body begin to unwind, while outside the cave the storm continued, the roar of water competing with the explosions of thunder.

"She did say it was going to rain," Hiccup said, his voice soft.

Astrid laughed, then shifted uncomfortably.

"What's wrong?"

"Wet clothes."

He didn't say anything, but she felt the tension return to his body, and cursed herself for speaking.

Astrid slid the blanket from her shoulders, covered Hiccup with it to keep the warmth they'd slowly built, and pushed her leggings off, leaving her shift, which wasn't very long, but was mostly dry. She wrung the water from her leggings, then spread them on the blanket next to her.

When she turned back to Hiccup, his right leg was bent and he was pushing his hand through his hair, a sign that he was worried about something.

"What's wrong?"

It took him a moment to look at her, like he was afraid to do so, but ultimately he did - though she could see the pale signs of apprehension at the edges of his smile. "Nothing's wrong."

She didn't quite believe him, but he opened his arm, holding the blanket up behind her, and she tucked her body into the warm darkness beside him. She shivered as his arm closed around her, and he gathered her closer, her knees coming to rest against the soft fabric covering his thigh.

The fire gave a sudden crack as it split one of the branches, and Hiccup leaned away from her to add more fuel, first a branch, then a larger piece that would take longer to burn.

He looked at her over his shoulder. "How much wood is there?"

"Enough for a few hours of a fire that size, less if we build it high enough to cook." Astrid felt the water in her braid begin to soak her shift, and she pulled it away from her skin, leaving it outside the blanket. When Hiccup leaned back against the large spike of rock behind them, she slid her arm over his chest, leaning her head on his shoulder and feeling the heat of his body and the rhythm of his heartbeat beneath her hand. The tension of his body didn't dissolve. "What about you?"

"Me?"

"Your clothing." Why couldn't she say leggings? "Are you cold?"

He shook his head.

"Hungry?" Oh, Odin's ghost, why did she say that?

"No, I'm good. Why? Did you bring anything to cook?"

She looked up at him, his face so close, illuminated with moving light that changed his features. The excitement of being so close to him, of having so much of her skin touching his, now mixed with a jagged spin of worry. "Not exactly."

_"_Wait - what did you bring?"

"Bring?" Maybe she could distract him. She slid her arm further across his chest to pull herself closer. He tilted himself away so he could look down at her face.

"When I got to the meadow, you said you had something for me."

"Oh, that."

He nudged her with his body, and her own heart began to beat harder. "Well?"

She shifted to reach for her bag, which rested on the far edge of the blanket, and the icy cold of her braid fell back against her shoulder. She flinched.

"What?"

"My hair - it's freezing." She sat up, pushed the blanket away, and tried to wring her hair out again, but had little success. She was more cold now than she had been outside. Stupid hair.

"Here. Move in front of me. I'll unwind it and spread it out so it dries."

She looked into his eyes. He was paying close attention, watching her, and she wondered if he was making sure she understood what he was saying, what it might mean.

She pulled her bag by the strap so that it was next to her, then smiled at him. "Thanks."

They shifted positions until she settled in front of him, between his knees, her legs tucked under her. He handed her the edges of the blanket to wrap around them both, and slowly, carefully, pulled the tie from the end of her braid and unwound it.

"Gods, Astrid, your hair is freezing! How do you stand it in the winter?"

"I wrap it in cloth until it's mostly dry, then sit in front of the fire."

"When was the last time you cut it?" His voice was soft, and she could feel the deliberate movements of his hands as he tried not to tug any snarls as he unwound all the coils.

"Two years ago? Maybe?" She couldn't remember for sure. Aside from when she brushed it or washed it, her hair was something she tied back and kept tightly out of her way. Only when it was down around her shoulders and over her back did she take any amount of joy in it, but she couldn't bring herself to cut it, either.

He nodded slowly but didn't answer. He moved a long, wavy piece over her shoulder so she could grab it with her fingertips. It gave her something to do to keep herself from fidgeting.

With care and precision, and the focused attention she found intoxicating, he unwound her braid, handing her the long pieces as he freed them so she could slide more water out with her fingers. When he finished unraveling the smaller braids that were tucked into the larger one, she reached into her bag and found a bit of cloth that wasn't too wet. Allowing the blanket to drop to her waist, she squeezed and blotted the water out, then turned to the side so she could reach behind her to braid it without elbowing him.

Normally, when Astrid braided her own hair, she stared at nothing, her eyes unfocused, so she could feel more accurately what she was doing. She couldn't see the braid she created behind her head and had to rely on the familiarity of movement to guide her, the texture of her braid telling her how it looked. So when she glanced over her shoulder and saw his face, she nearly dropped the half-wound plait. He was watching her hands, his brows down, focused so intently on her movements, as if what she was doing was of the deepest importance instead of something she did every day - something he'd seen her do multiple times over the years at the springs, after swimming, after patrol on windy nights. He stared like he hadn't seen any of it before.

He glanced up when her movements stopped. The way he smiled at her, desire and humor mixed together, she was surprised her hair didn't catch fire with the rest of her. She needed to focus.

"What were you going to ask for?"

He frowned. "What?"

She had to wet her lips and unwind a few plaits with her fingers before she could speak again. "What prize were you about to ask for, when the storm came?"

There was no hiding the blush on his face. To her delight, which she didn't bother concealing, the flush spread down his neck, too. Her laugh began quietly and grew as she tried to keep braiding her hair and dropped half if it, amused at her own clumsiness.

"You're making a mess - let me." He brushed her hands away and took up the long mass of her hair, deftly winding it into three sections, then braiding it with a rapid efficiency that made it difficult for her to breathe. He wound the braid into a coil and secured it with the tie she held in her hand.

"Thank you."

Astrid didn't turn to lean back against his chest, though. She shifted so she half faced him, her side resting against his bent leg, tucked into the curve of his body. The redness on his face and neck continued to grow. "So, what was your prize?"

He pressed his lips together. She placed her hand on his chest, tapping her fingers. "Well?"

He didn't answer. She spread her hand flat against his chest, feeling the wild rhythm of his heartbeat, and slid her fingers toward his side.

"Come on. You have to tell me."

He took a breath to answer, then shook his head.

That's when she dug her fingers into his ribs and he shrieked.

The two of them wrestled awkwardly, Astrid trying to continue tickling him, and Hiccup trying to capture both of her hands. He was caught between moving her hands away and trying not to push her toward the fire, and she used his untenable position against him as best she could. She underestimated how strong his arms were, though, and how much the flex of his biceps and the ridges of his abdomen would distract her as she tried to pull her hands out of his reach.

Their laughter and yelps of frustration and momentary victory echoed off the cave walls, surrounding them. "Tell me!"

"Wait- no, you can't…"

"Oh, yes, I can."

She ended up straddling his knees, trying to hold him still. He'd caught her hands and held them behind her back. Their faces were inches apart, their laughter and uneven breathing accompanying their temporary hold on one another.

"You have to tell me."

He laughed, shaking his head. "Nope. You tell me first."

"Hiccup, if you don't - let go of my hands."

He shifted his grip so he held both her wrists with one of his. The thrill that went through her at seeing and feeling the strength he carried in his body expanded with a bit of fury when he covered her mouth with his fingers. "Be quiet."

She glared at him. Then she leaned back slightly, and bit the inside of his fingertips.

"Hey!"

"Hiccup Horren-"

In an instant, he slid his hand past her cheek, behind her jaw, pulled her close, and kissed her.

Astrid wasn't sure if anger moved her forward or if Hiccup pulled her off balance, but she ended up half across his lap, her hands in his hair, his mouth burning beneath hers. She shifted so that she sat astride him, and felt him pull her even closer, felt his arms pull her downward as his body lifted to meet hers, so that she could feel the ridge of his arousal.

She couldn't stop kissing him. Her body went up in flames like the dry kindling behind her. His hands were everywhere, kneading, pressing, sliding over her shift, then pulling her closer. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears, and that sound mixed with the roughness of their breathing made it seem that the storm was beside them, between them, instead of outside the cave that concealed them both.

Astrid wanted to put her hands everywhere at once. His hair, his shoulders - it was so rare for Hiccup to be without his flight armor, let alone without a shirt, and she never had the chance to explore his skin the way she wanted to. The light was slowly fading, since they hadn't added more fuel to the fire, but she didn't care and didn't want to add more tinder. It was too far away and she didn't need her eyesight all that much, not when she had her hands, her fingertips, her mouth and tongue, and every nerve ending that tingled where his skin pressed against hers.

Then she realized that Hiccup's hands were sliding up her thighs, the tips of his fingers beneath the hem of her shift and her heart nearly stopped.

Finally, _finally_, she thought to herself.

His hands continued their slow, careful journey while his mouth was as wild as hers, biting, kissing and sliding over her lips again and again.

They didn't need the fire at all, she realized as his hands covered the curve of her hips and made her shiver and press closer to him. They were probably lighting up the room by themselves. At least, there were enough explosions of light behind her eyelids that she thought it was possible.

"Astrid…" Hiccup whispered between kisses. "I'm… don't-"

She growled at him. "If you're about to try to talk me out of anything going on right now, stop right there."

"Wasn't going to," he said, his lips moving over the curve of her jaw and down her throat. Dear gods, that felt good. The slight rasp of his hair, his skin, his teeth over her collarbone nearly made her cry out. His lips found the spot where her neck met her shoulder and his teeth scraped over it, making her rock her hips toward him and grab at his hair, her fingers catching in the tiny braid she'd made. It had been months, but he kept it, let her fix it when it unraveled.

He was unraveling her now. His hands slid up her body, across her back and over her sides, coming to rest beneath her breasts, the edge of his thumbs tracing the curve of each and making her shake.

She pulled away slightly, lowering her face until he opened his eyes and looked at her. His eyes were glazed and glorious, fiery hot and determined.

Astrid felt the warmth of his hand and the whispered touch of his fingertips across her collarbone, the heat of his palm sliding over her breast. Her breath caught.

But Hiccup didn't look away. He didn't look down to see his fingers on her skin, his hand on her breast beneath her shift.

He was watching her face, reading her closely, watching for every sign of her reaction to his touch. Even now, his hands, what he did, where he put them, how he moved, every movement was about her, not him.

He didn't look to see what he did; he watched to see how it made her feel.

His touch was for her.

Her breath sped up, and so did his. His eyes never wavered, never looked away from her face. He read the movement of her lips, the fast blink of her eyes, the way her mouth moved as she tried to say something and couldn't make sense of any words she knew. The things he was doing with his fingertips, the coarse texture of the callouses on his palm against the tender underside of her breast, the way he teased her nipple, blew every thought from her head. He read every sign and followed every moment with more sensation.

Hiccup's expression was curious, attentive. And familiar. She'd seen that look before, when he was drawing a map from the sky or observing a new island they'd never seen before. Only now, she was the territory he was exploring, the land he discovered with his fingers, his hands, his mouth.

"You know me." Her voice was a rasp, uneven and ragged.

"I do."

"You mapped me, didn't you?"

"N-no…."

"Yes, you did." She caught his expression before he glanced away. "Oh, my gods. You totally did!"

"Not on paper!"

She laughed, joy and arousal mixing and making everything, every touch better, setting off sparks within her body. "If you did, you'd better show me."

The deep red flush on his face made her look more closely. "Wait a minute. What are you hiding?"

"Nothing. I… I noticed things."

"Yeah, like what?"

She shifted back on his lap and tried to interpret his smile, but it was too enigmatic, and made her a little irritated.

He put his hands on her sides, and ran his palms from her hips to her ribcage. She gasped.

"I know from lifting you onto your saddle, or onto mine, and from flying with you, that your sides are sensitive."

He wasn't wrong about that.

His hand moved to her neck, and with his other arm he pulled her forward, his lips and teeth following the touch of his fingertips.

Her head fell back and he gathered her braid smoothly in one hand, twisting it into a rope that held her still with gentle firmness.

"You always cover your neck and shoulders, with armor, or with a hood," he said.

He kissed, then bit her neck, his mouth open and hot, and she trembled, clutching at his shoulders.

"You always tuck your hair behind your ear," he continued, his teeth scraping the skin behind her jaw.

Astrid was afraid to move, in case he stopped. And she didn't want him to stop what he was doing. Ever.

Then he lifted his gaze to hers and moved her hair off her forehead. "Here, too. You push your hair off your face."

Tenderly, so softly, he kissed her forehead, her temple, her cheek, then her mouth.

But when he reached her mouth, it all changed, from tender to scorching. His tongue met hers, and he wound her braid tighter around his hand to bring her closer to him. She was held by her hair, by his arms, and by the desire to always feel his teeth and lips on her skin. Astrid had no idea being confined felt so much like an explosion.

Hiccup continued exploring her.

"I know how strong you are," he said against her mouth, his free hand tracing her shoulder, her arms, feeling the contours of her muscles and the smoothness of her skin.

Then he reached her hand, which was gripping his upper arm as if his strength was the only thing holding her to the ground.

"I was going to ask for your vambraces."

She blinked at him, confused. "My - what? Why? Wait, both of them?"

He nodded.

"You can't have both. That's two. You only get one."

He raised a brow.

She glared at him. "Well, it's a moot point now, since they're already off."

"Fine. I only get one."

The half smile on his face told her he expected her to laugh, but the scorching heat inside her that grew when he moved his hand over her wrist and forearm was nothing to laugh at.

He ran his fingertips, rough with callouses and scars, over the sensitive skin of her arm, then beneath her wrist. Her forearms were always covered, protected by layers of fur and leather. She felt the sparks of his touch flood her everywhere.

"I know your armor…pretty well since I've fixed it enough times."

She couldn't respond. She was unable to move or even breathe normally, like she'd been hit by a Flightmare again, just from the touch of his hand across her wrist. Her hand clutched his shoulder, the shift of his muscles unaffected by her hold.

He noticed what she concealed, what she protected.

Her eyes closed when he lifted her hand, turned his head and brought her wrist to his lips. She expected the whispering softness of his breath, or the slight pressure of a kiss, but when the edge of his teeth slid over her skin, she gasped, drawing air like she'd forgotten how.

His other arm kept her still against him, her braid still wrapped around his hand, not painful but firm, a wall of strength and intention holding her upright in his embrace.

The roughened edge of his chin slid along the inside of her arm. Then she felt his lips against her neck, moving up toward her jaw as his hand moved over her wrist.

His whisper was rough, the warmth of his breath gentle. "I know you."

He did.

He noticed the parts of her that no one saw, and wanted to explore them.

When he reached up to tilt her face toward his, she opened her eyes. He was grinning, that half smile that belonged only to her. She leaned down to kiss him, but he spoke before she could.

"And I know you're very curious." Then he placed her hand on his chest and held it beneath his.

Her mouth opened slightly, but it was two breaths, then three, before she could speak.

"Yes."

She ran her hands over his skin, her eyes following her movements, watching his breathing change, the muscles tensing then relaxing, seeing how her touch affected him. Exploring him after waiting for so long made her greedy and overwhelmed. She felt like she'd been dropped into a land she had only glimpsed from above and didn't know, and she wanted to see every part of it first.

One of the small branches on the fire fell behind them, sending sparks into the air. Light spread across his body in a gentle wave.

"You have freckles," she whispered.

"I do," he agreed with a wry expression. He released her hair and let her braid fall against her back before bringing his hands to her body.

Where he had been intent on exploring the parts of her that no one saw, Astrid was, at last, free to touch and experience the parts of him that she'd seen a million times but never been able to touch. He might have become hesitant to remove his shirt in front of her lately, but she'd seen him stripped to the waist so many times. Sparring with Tuffnut, swimming at the coves - it didn't matter until she realized she wasn't supposed to look as long as she wanted to. She couldn't run her fingers over his skin, trace each freckle and find a path across his body connecting them one to another.

Now that she could touch him, the route she followed over his shoulders, across his chest, tracing the ridges of his abdomen, the firm curves of his arm muscles, that path belonged to her. The way he breathed, the stutter when he tried to speak again, the way he swallowed and tried again, the heat between them that grew when he kissed her, all of that was hers.

The muscles on his stomach fascinated her, and she mapped his body with her hands as she tasted the skin on the side of his neck, making him shiver.

His body was a revelation to her, and the strength within it. She'd seen him an immeasurable number of times in her life, but only now did she learn what he felt like beneath the surface of what she saw, how much of his courage and stubbornness resided in the solidity of his body, the immovable power that hid beneath his skin and made him who he was.

And only now did she learn what he felt like beneath her as she explored and tasted him.

Astrid scraped her nails lightly over his nipples and he arched his back and drew a breath through his teeth.

"You like that," she said, more to herself than to him. She lifted her head to look at him.

"I don't think there's much you can do in this moment that I wouldn't like," he said, his thumbs tracing the undersides of her breasts along her ribcage. It was her turn to arch against him, and he brought her breast to his mouth, taking her nipple through her shirt. The fierce heat mixed with rough fabric made her writhe.

He intensified everything he was doing, his mouth tormenting her while he slowly moved his hands down, down across her stomach, over her hips, curving his palm beneath her to slide further, seeking wetness and warmth, both of which she knew he would find.

And still, again, so intently, when he lifted his head to kiss her, he opened his eyes. He watched her face, carefully observing every reaction, every twitch or gasp, the signals that told him which way to go, what to do, what to do again, and again.

She could barely keep her eyes open, but his gaze was wonder and pride, and scorching heat.

Astrid knew a lot about her own pleasure, how to achieve it and how her body worked. But she didn't know as much about his, how to do more than just arrive at orgasm. She wanted him blind and out of his mind with arousal, aching and undone, the way she was when he did anything to her. The way she was right at that moment.

She wanted to do to him what he was doing to her, to make him unravel a fraction at a time.

She wanted to throw him down and do things that were all about his reaction. She wanted to break his control and make him scream her name.

She wanted to follow the two long curves that began above his hips and ran down below the waistband of his leggings, to see where they ended, if they ended. She wanted to taste what she'd touched. She wanted more, more of him, more time to explore, more time to taste and learn what made him scream.

Her forehead rested against his, her breath shallow, intermixed with scorching kisses that made her writhe. Still, he watched her.

She pressed her hand against his, guiding his touch, shifting the intensity. She would ride him like she rode his hand, his fingers sliding along and inside her, the rocking of her hips bringing exactly what she needed as he slowly pressed against her, harder and harder.

She would ride him this way.

She would make him feel like he was about to break apart.

She would watch him shatter beneath her.

She would.

In a minute.

She had to scream first, right there, there, just - oh, _Gods_.


	26. Chapter 26

Astrid came back down to the ground after flying straight up for… she had no idea how many minutes. Hiccup's hands brought her back. She'd fallen forward and he'd caught her, her forehead on his shoulder, her breath across his chest. Her hands covered his biceps, and it was the flexing hardness of them that caught her attention when her mind stopped spinning in endless directions.

Hardness.

She slowly lifted her head to look at him.

He looked concerned, but pleased with himself. She smiled slowly, which made him look wary, his eyebrows lowering. That only made her smile more. His expression when he was perturbed was so tempting.

She leaned in and kissed him, stretching out on top of him, her knees on either side of his hips, her body pressed against the length of his. She kissed him, changing the angle as she slowly shifted her body downward, her hands and then her mouth sliding over his chest, his neck, biting that spot on his shoulder near his neck that she'd bitten before. He made the best noise when she surprised him.

Then she scraped the edge of her teeth along his collarbone, savoring the gasp and shudder that followed. His hands grabbed at her hips, her sides, sliding along her ribs in uneven movements as she made her way across his chest, licking, biting, and tasting him. His breath moved faster, and he kept trying to speak, which was just ridiculous.

"Astrid-"

She glanced up. "Are you in pain?"

"N- _no._" He looked at her, confused.

"Then you should be quiet."

He stared, mouth working as if he was trying to think of what to say.

Then he gripped her ribcage and pulled her closer, kissing her deeply as his fingers slid across her breasts, then up to tease, then pinch her nipples. She broke away with a gasp. So sensitive.

That smug look was back. Time to remove it permanently, she thought to herself.

She grinned at him, then brought her teeth to his nipple, scraping across, then pulling the tip with the edges before letting go. He arched his back and gasped so loud, it echoed around them. She did it again, then again. Harder. The noise he made was delicious.

This was fun. Terrible, impossible fun.

She slowly made her way down his body, teasing incredible gasps and moans from his lips as she explored gently, then with her teeth and nails, learning what he liked, what he seemed to like more. Only once did she tickle him inadvertently. And once on purpose. Maybe twice.

Then she reached the waistband of his leggings, stretched taut over his hips, and felt him freeze.

He'd move, shift or push her away in a moment, if he didn't stop her altogether. And she prayed he didn't. She wanted to keep going so badly.

"Wait… stop."

She was going to kill him. Twice.

"The storm…." His breathing was like the cliffs, patches of smoothness interrupted by uneven and sharp edges.

"You're giving me a weather report?"

"What?"

"You're thinking about the rain. Right now."

"Astrid, you have no idea what weird things I have to think of."

She frowned. "What?"

"Just…wait. Listen - the storm. It stopped."

He sat up and lifted her as well, holding her upper arms in his hands gently, looking up toward the entrance to the cave.

"So?"

He looked at her, sadness and determination on his face. She decided she hated that expression.

"We should go."

"No, Hiccup. No, we should not."

How did he have such control over himself that he could pull himself back while she wanted to throw her body and his into the fire they created between them? She wanted to scream.

Then she listened to his touch instead of to his words. His hands were curved around her upper arms, his thumbs brushing across her skin, his fingers gripping then releasing as if he were afraid of hurting her. His breathing was jagged and rough, and the heat of his erection burned through his leggings and pressed against her, making her feel both languid and ferocious, like she wanted to move as fast as she could while holding still so that clear, sharp pleasure within her didn't come to an end. His hips moved, then he stilled, then moved again, and her hands slid from his hair to his shoulders, her hands grasping his skin like she was holding onto a wall she was climbing, and the ground was far away below her.

It was like he was battling himself, like he was caught between movement and stillness, too. She wondered if she could help one side win that war, the side that would result in all the things with him that she'd thought about but hadn't yet experienced.

He laughed, a short, rueful huff of sound, and when the cloudy distraction of desire began to dissipate from her mind and she drew breath to argue with him again, she realized how much darker and quieter it had become. The fire behind them had died down, and the storm outside was gone, a gentle rain instead of torrents of wet rage.

He was right, Thor damn it.

"You go," he said. "I'll put out the fire and pack the supplies back into their bundles."

She didn't reply, and she didn't move. She wanted to stay, finish what she had started, what he'd started.

It wasn't fair.

She frowned at him, but before she could speak, he pulled her toward him and kissed her, deeply, almost setting her on fire again.

When they parted, her breathing and her balance unsteady, he whispered, "We've borrowed enough time already."

"You're right. I really hate it when you're right."

She stood, grabbing her leggings and shaking them out. They were damp but not so wet they were impossible to put on.

"But it happens so often." He remained on the blanket, checking the skin of his leg.

"Wait, are you going to be able to walk from here? Want me to send someone on a dragon?"

"No, not necessary. I'm going to wait here, then head over to the springs."

She nodded, pulling on her clothing, which was more soggy and not entirely comfortable. He was right, and she knew it, but the plummeting feeling of disappointment didn't wane. They had so little time together, time where it was just the two of them, and it wasn't fair.

At least they'd had some, she lectured to the part of her that was still pouting. And that portion of time had been delicious, too.

Delicious.

She grabbed her bag and dropped down to the blanket next to Hiccup, close to his side, facing him.

"Almost forgot."

"What?"

"What I brought you."

She reached into her bag and pulled out a small wrapped parcel of waxed cloth, folded over itself many times. She had to unwind it carefully on her lap, and hoped as she did that the contents hadn't crumbled.

"That smells good," Hiccup said, moving closer to watch the movements of her hands. She caught a trace of his scent, familiar and tantalizing, and desire raced through her like a spear of lightning. Her hands shook a moment before she caught her breath.

"Made you something." She reached the core of the parcel and revealed several small oddly shaped bundles of spice and sugar.

"What are those - wait, is that…?"

Astrid lifted one and broke it in half. She quickly took a bite of her piece, but when she lifted the other to his mouth, he looked wary.

She smirked at him. "Trust me," she said, once she'd swallowed her portion.

"I trust you," he said, still wary, almost like he was reminding himself. Then he took a bite from the piece she held in her fingertips.

His eyes widened, and a shocked smile broke across his face, so wide and goofy that it made her laugh aloud. "Oh, come on, I'm not that bad of a cook."

"I love these!" He took the rest of the piece from her hand and examined it closely.

"I know," she replied.

"You made them?"

"Yeah. Sigrid is very involved in the wedding banquet. VERY involved. Like, I stay away from her as much as possible. But she needed help rolling all the dough so I gave her hand. Not much different from rolling bundles of ammunition. Smells better, though."

Hiccup laughed, then took another sweet from the cloth that rested across her legs. "I haven't had these in a long, long time. Not since I was a kid. Where'd Sigrid get all the spices?"

"In the great hall. I think your dad bought the entire cargo from the last six ships that have come to Berk. Sigrid showed me. There is so much stored in the back chambers, you wouldn't believe it. Barrels and barrels of mead. Spices by the bagful. It smells incredible back there."

"Huh. We haven't had that many ships lately. He must have been preparing for the wedding for awhile."

Astrid shrugged. "Sigrid told me he's been buying food and ingredients for months now."

Hiccup paused with another sweet halfway to his mouth, his expression thoughtful.

"Come on, they're not that bad," Astrid teased him.

"What? No, no, not at all." He took another bite, delight apparent on his face. "They're wonderful. I can't believe you made them."

"Why, because they're edible?"

"No," Hiccup said in protest, nudging her with his arm.

She laughed. "Last one is yours, too."

"What about you?"

"I have more sweets ahead of me this week. Sigrid demanded my help. And besides," she said, grinning at him. "It's strategy."

The hiss of the wind blowing across the narrow entrance to the cave caught her attention.

"Time for me to go, I guess."

Hiccup leaned against the rock behind him, feeling the edges of his leg, checking the skin. "Yeah."

His voice was neutral, too bland if there was such a thing, and she had trouble reading it.

"You… ok?"

He glanced at her. "Sure, sure."

Astrid narrowed her eyes. "I will tickle you again."

He held his arms up. "No, no. I'm fine."

"Hiccup, you're being weird again."

"Weird? Or weird-er?"

"Ok, that's it," she said, pushing the empty cloth to the side and jumping over him before he could react. She straddled his lap, her legs alongside his knees, her hands by his hips, so her face was in front of his. "What's wrong?"

Hiccup's face was almost comical, and she would have laughed if she hadn't been so frustrated. He looked startled and nervous, but an expression of longing moved across his face, one that caused an answering ache to form low in her belly.

"Nothing's wrong," he said, shaking his head. "I can tell you are enjoying my lack of mobility, though."

Astrid sat back. "You bet I am. Are you sure you're alright?"

He nodded.

"So, where will I see you this evening?"

"This evening?"

"Yeah, you know, later. After dinner and fourteen million chores?"

His eyes unfocused, and she could tell his mind was spinning head, making plans and figuring out the answer. "Meet me at the forge, well after dinner. I think most of the preparations will be going on in the great hall. I'll be in my workshop."

"Ok, then," she said, the ache in her stomach changing rapidly to anticipation. She was rather fond of Hiccup's workroom.

"I'll teach you to make bread," he said, the half smile that she craved appearing on his face.

She leaned forward to kiss him, and when her lips met his, she nearly fell, which was something since she was supported by both her hands and her knees. There was no reason for her balance to fail.

Except that she tasted spice and sweetness, and the familiar desire turned into hunger, burning her inside and out. She didn't want to stop kissing him, and she didn't want to leave the cave. She wanted to cover his body with spices and taste every piece of him.

But eventually his hands came to rest on her hips, and while his mouth met hers in endless movement and determination, she could tell from the flexing of his fingers on her waist that he was pulling away from her. Or trying to. She didn't want to let him let go of her.

"Time, huh?" Her voice was a low whisper between them.

He nodded. "Come to the forge tonight."

There was a note of command, a dark, demanding sound in his voice, and it made her shiver. She nodded instantly.

And with spare movements and a gentle kiss she kept short to preserve her own sanity, she gathered her things and left the cave.

…

The trip to the door of the cave was short enough, but the violent wash of rain over the island had left muddy rivulets in the cliffs and made walking treacherous. Sliding was a definite, though not welcome, possibility.

Hiccup tightened the cuff of his prosthesis with a grimace, hating the pinch of pain but knowing it was necessary, and made his way down the same spill of fallen rock he'd climbed up. The gravel gave way beneath him, so he slid, but he stayed upright until he reached the grass.

Everything sparkled.

The sun had emerged from behind the clouds, and he could see the dark smudges of the storm clouds over the trees to the south. It might still be raining in Berk, but in the meadow, the sunlight hit the droplets of water and lit them individually. Each leaf, each needle in the pine trees sparkled and danced in the remnants of the storm. The air was cooler, and the indecisive breeze changed its strength repeatedly so water fell in random patterns to the ground. It was beautiful.

Astrid had gathered his weapons and placed them at the bottom of a large pine at the edge of the woods, so he rested against the trunk while readjusting his leg, looking up at the sky through the branches. Water dripped on him where he stood, but he didn't move. He wanted as much of the dirt from the cave off his clothing and skin before anyone saw him.

He picked up his weapons and began to walk. The wooden and metal staves were useful in keeping his weight away from his leg, which was still sore and throbbing a bit. Fortunately the walk to the springs was a short one, even after several stops to deliberately jump into standing water and shake droplets from the trees above him. He hadn't stomped in puddles since he was really small, but it hadn't lost any of the initial charm - or the subsequent unpleasantness of cold water dripping down his skin when he was done.

As he suspected, when he reached the hot spring, it was crowded. Most everyone would have been as surprised by the fast-moving rainstorm as he had, except for maybe Fishlegs' mother. If much of Berk had gotten muddy, cold, and wet, once the storm passed they'd all gravitate toward the springs to warm up and clean off. It was wash day anyway.

Usually, Hiccup waited until everyone was done to go to the springs; he was surrounded by people most of the day, so he liked the quiet, and he liked the privacy. But after the thunderous storm both outside the cave and inside his head, he needed distraction.

Fortunately for him, both Snotlout and Tuffnut were there, jumping from the old rope swing into the deeper side of the springs, splashing some the men who sat along the perimeter. Between the bellows of challenge and the low grumbles of annoyance, there was plenty to divert his attention.

The volume of the indignation increased while Hiccup greeted a few of the villagers and found a dry place against the cliffs behind the rope swing to remove his clothing. Tuffnut was submerged in the springs, the ropes of his hair floating around him like blonde tentacles, while Snotlout hollered at him from the side of the pool.

"No, I am not going to jump in head first. Do you think I'm an idiot?"

"No, not at all. Only a smidge under educated."

"Oh, really? And you're an expert in all things intellect?"

"Well," Tuff said, swimming backwards until he found a place he could stand. "I am the most wise, and most educated member of the group."

Hiccup shook his head. There was no one better at baiting Snotlout than Tuff, and Snotlout fell for it every time.

"Don't even tell me you're talking about that stupid book, because I can tell you, there is not a single useful thing in it. Not one. Zero. Yak egg. NOTHING."

Tuff stood tall, his eyes wide. "Oh, you've seen it, have you?"

"No, but-"

"So you don't know, do you? You don't know anything about what you don't know at all."

Snotlout growled and then launched himself into the spring, making an enormous splash that ruffled the beards and tempers of most everyone relaxing on that side of the pool. He missed all of it. He stayed underwater until he surfaced near Tuffnut.

"I know plenty. And that book is useless."

"That's not what Ruffnut said."

"Ruffnut? Your sister? The one who tied me to a tree and left me there? Ha. Said she was inspired by ancient writing. Some inspiration."

"Wait, she... what? Oh. Oh, dear."

"Yeah. She did. So, is that's what's in the book? Tie someone to a tree and leave them in the forest?"

"Uh, no. Well, maybe. But not now."

Snotlout glared at Tuff, who backed away, tapping the ends of his fingers together in rapid, nervous rhythm.

"What are you talking about?"

"Well, there were a few pages after that tree part, but…."

"But WHAT?"

"I might have taken them… out."

Snotlout rolled his eyes. "Are you KIDDING me?"

"Well, Ruff, you know, she's not the idea person in our joint operation. She does the research. I'm the idea man. I have all the _ideas_."

"I have an idea. How about I hold your head underwater until you shut up already?"

"No, no, tried that. Didn't work. The ideas are endless. Never-ceasing supply of brilliance, that's me. But I can tell you what was on the pages after the tree part."

"Oh, yeah?"

Hiccup had moved to the edge of the pool, his leggings rolled up above his knees so he could remove his leg. He didn't like taking it off in front of Snotlout, or leaving it where Snotlout, who had just as many ideas, most of them awful, might find it. But he needed to bathe, and he couldn't sit on the edge all evening. That would draw way too much attention toward himself, which he did not want. Berk wasn't populated with the most observant of vikings, but someone would notice that the same mud and dust covered him and Astrid if she hadn't had a chance to go to the springs yet, and he didn't want anyone to make that connection.

So he removed his leg and set it on a rock at the edge of the springs alongside some soap and a towel. He pulled his leggings off and put them on top of his leg to conceal it, or at least make it slightly harder to steal.

He always felt unpleasantly conspicuous getting into the hot springs if someone else was there, let alone a good third of the village. But as usual, no one really paid him any attention as he slid into the rolling warmth and let it cover his head. Maybe that unpleasant feeling of being observed was more in his mind than in reality.

When he surfaced and pulled the soap into the water with him, Tuff and Snotlout were still arguing. Well, Snotlout was arguing, and Tuffnut was insistently describing the pages that were allegedly in the book after the part about the tree. A number of the men in the springs moved closer to their conversation, some pretending not to listen, and others openly eavesdropping.

"So the rope is to hold you still, right?"

"I got that part, you muttonhead."

"And once you're restrained, well, not all of the language is clear, but I think there's an axe, or the pole of an axe, what's that called? The axe pole? Pole part?"

"The handle?"

"Right. Exactly. Clearly you're paying attention. Good job." So there's something that looks like a handle, but it moves around the page." Tuffnut was illustrating with his hands, and neither his gestures nor his words made much sense.

Snotlout growled audibly.

"So there's something that looks like a handle, but it moves around the page." Tuffnut was illustrating with his hands, and neither his gestures nor his words made much sense.

Except to Hiccup, who knew exactly what Tuff was describing. There was a section about tying someone up in the book he hid in his desk. He was was convinced it was a copy or different version of the book Tuff had read, or tried to read. As far as Hiccup could decipher, the restraints were for a variety of purposes, but he didn't remember an illustration of a tree in his copy.

And given Astrid's predilection for trees and pushing him against them, he'd have remembered those pages, and worked harder to read them.

Hiccup ducked under the water to hide the hot flush that covered his face, and used the pretense of rinsing his hair to stay below the water until he felt like he could surface without too many obvious signs of embarrassment.

"So then, after you're tied up, there's, uh, well, a number of options that could happen. Or could have happened if I hadn't removed those pages for further study."

Hiccup needn't have worried. Snotlout's face was far more red than his, with rage and possibly discomfort. Most of the men in the springs were listening avidly now, some elbowing their neighbor and lifting their chins toward Snotlout.

"The first page was mostly writing, which, no thanks. Reading. What a waste. Am I right? Especially when you have pictures."

Eager nods from the men listening encouraged Tuff, who rarely needed encouragement to keep talking.

"That's why I took the pages out, of course. Because the pictures are worth more. Far more. In fact!" Tuffnut turned to the men behind him. "I will be happy to entertain offers to purchase those pages!"

To say that people fell over themselves to bid on the pictures would be an understatement. Half of the men disappeared into the water when they stood up and started calling Tuff's name, forgetting that the pool depth varied. The springs were deep in the center and the bottom dropped away with little warning, which is one reason why Hiccup stayed at the edge. Vikings resurfaced and swam in a frenzy toward Tuff, who hopped onto a rock on the side of the pool, sat down cross-legged, and rubbed his hands together with delight.

Snotlout stood in waist deep water, his fisted hands on his hips, his face deep red with outrage. "I should be having these pages! They're mine! I-"

He was cut off by someone shouting, "Got tied up and left for dead?"

"No! That's not what happened!" Snotlout's red face became more purple as he glared, trying to identify who had taunted him.

"I have an offer for a tree of sheep, which is nice, and some yak dung tea, which is even nicer. Who else wishes to bid on this sacred knowledge?"

"It's MINE." Snotlout's roar echoed off the cliffs, but any impressive effect was lost when most of the men in the water started laughing.

"Only if you've got more sheep and extra yak dung tea, my fine fellow," Tuff replied with a smirk.

Hiccup bit the inside of his lips to keep himself from laughing, because he knew Snotlout would completely lose his temper if he saw. As annoying, boastful, disgusting, and sometimes cruel as Snotlout was, Hiccup knew he was also very sensitive. Having half the men in the village laughing at him was likely to make him lash out, and if Hiccup joined in, Snotlout's reaction would be even worse.

The bidding and shouts were interrupted by Hoark and Fishlegs' arrival. Tuff jumped up onto the tall flat rock Hiccup usually sat on after bathing.

"Hoark! Excellent! What would you offer me for illustrated pages of incredible knowledge involving ropes and trees and possibly axe handles?"

Hoark looked at him with a blank expression, but Fishlegs began to turn red.

"Tuff, I'm standing RIGHT HERE."

Tuff blinked at Fishlegs. "I know."

"Look, neither Fishface OR Hoark should be getting those pages. They're MINE."

Hiccup was tempted for a split second to pull Snotlout aside and offer to give him the information he was clearly desperate to have, but kept silent.

Hoark clearly had no idea what Tuffnut was talking about. He glanced at Fishlegs, frowned, and then answered in a jovial voice as he pulled off his tunic. "No, thanks. I'm good."

Tuff narrowed his eyes and tapped his chin, an expression he probably thought looked shrewd and cunning but in Hiccup's opinion more resembled gassy discomfort.

"I must ponder! I cannot make my decision now." His announcement was met with groans and scoffing. The men moved back to the rocks they'd been sitting on. Hoark and Fishlegs had climbed into the water, and the conversations began to center on the wedding and the feast afterward that was likely to last almost a week.

Tuffnut leaped into the center of the pool and when he surfaced, he was greeted by a furious Snotlout.

Tuffnut looked unconcerned, but Hiccup noticed Tuff kept a bit of distance between himself and Snotlout, though he continued to taunt him. "You, sir, still have time to make me an offer. A good one. Preferably involving yaks."

"I'm going to involve a yak alright. I'll tie you to one."

"Ha. Not likely. It's not in the book. Though…."

Snotlout covered his face with a groan. "Oh, for Odin's sake, would you just shut up?"

Fishlegs moved to sit on a rock ledge near Hiccup.

"Not Dragons?"

Hiccup nodded. "Not Dragons."

"Oh, dear Thor."

Hiccup glanced at him. What was it about this book that so upset Fishlegs? "What's wrong?"

Fishlegs was red faced and looking increasingly miserable. "Well, it's…oh, never mind."

Hiccup didn't pry, in part because Tuff and Snotlout were moving closer, and he didn't want either to overhear.

Tuffnut found a rock beneath the water on Hiccup's right and sat down, leaning back against the jagged edge of stone behind them and shifting to scratch his back. "Hiccup. Fishlegs. I didn't hear you bidding on my knowledge."

Ordinarily, Hiccup wouldn't have answered, but Fishlegs looked so flushed and unhappy, he felt like he had to distract Tuff and Snotlout's attention. He scrambled to think of something.

"Yeah. You know, you said that your uncle Gunarr gave you the, ah, Book of Not Dragons. Did he mean for you to keep it? Because ripping pages out? That might not -"

"Oh, no. It's mine. Well, was mine. Ruff stole it again. But she'll bring it back. She has to bring it back. I have all the _ideas._"

"Yeah. You mentioned that."

"UGH. Enough ideas." Snotlout leaned back and closed his eyes, but his mouth was tight and his lips were pale, and he was clenching his jaw so tightly his neck appeared to be vibrating. That calm was a superficial facade, and it wouldn't take much from Tuff to dissolve it.

Gods, his friends were a lot of work sometimes.

So like the other men in the springs, he turned to Fishlegs and asked about the wedding.

"You ready?"

"I suppose. Not much for me to do. Hard part's done, everything's agreed on, just have to do the ceremony then go to the party."

Tuff sat up and drove his fist across the surface of the pool, splashing all of them. "I almost forgot! Fishlegs! Did your mom say anything about the weather for this week?"

"Uh, no, but she'll be boasting for a few days about having predicted the storm. Especially when _people_ didn't believe her." Fishlegs' not-subtle reference to Snotlout was just enough to make him twitch, but not enough to make him open his eyes.

"Ok, well, if she says it's going to rain again, or if there's going to be snow, you have to tell me. Right away. It's _very_ important." Tuffnut drew out the last two words slowly, with sharp emphasis on every consonant.

"Snow?" Hiccup started to laugh. "I think we're fine there. It's not going to snow for a few months."

"I disagree, H, most vociferously." Hiccup shook his head. Where did he learn words like that? For someone who professed to hate reading, he could out-pompous Spitelout, and that took effort.

Fishlegs rolled his eyes, but he was smiling. "Ok, Tuff. I'll let you know if my mom says it's going to snow."

"Excellent. Snow would be perfect. Perfect for my plans!"

"Oh, Gods. What plans?"

"Thank you for asking, H. I can always count on you." He started waving his arms, describing something involving dragons, yak milk, Monstrous Nightmare spit, and a full set of bones from a sheep. It was easier to let him talk than to try to make sense of any of it.

But as usual, Tuffnut and the others were good for distracting him from what he didn't want to think about yet.


	27. Chapter 27

Astrid flew over Berk with Stormfly, following the same route she'd taken on foot hours earlier. The high path above the village skirted the northern edge. Stormfly tilted in a wide arc above the treetops. Astrid could see just about every part of the village all the way down to the sea.

Most everyone was taking advantage of the cooler temperatures and the light breeze following the storm to continue preparations for the wedding. Banners were being hung from every roofline, flag pole and mast, and the red, gold and black fabric fluttered in the air like Terror wings. Walls were being repaired and shelters constructed for those who would be camping out during the week-long festivities. If Sigrid's cooking was any indication, at least two villages' worth of vikings were attending, possibly three. There wouldn't be an unoccupied flat stretch of grass in Berk to be found once the gathering began.

Stormfly banked to the right and flew low over the coast past the docks. A seemingly never-ending line of vikings carried food and supplies up to the village from the docks. Tables were balanced precariously on top of people's heads while barrels were rolled up the ramps two or three at a time. In the harbor, ships drifted in the tide, hulls low to the water, full of cargo waiting to be unloaded.

None of the ships looked familiar, but Stoick had spoken personally to the traders that typically visited the island and put out the call for supplies months ago. Since then at least one or two new ships had sailed into Berk each week, deck low to the water when they arrived, and sailing high and empty when they left. Stoick bought everything.

Astrid looked at the line of ships awaiting access to the dock and shook her head slowly. There had to be a limit to where they could put everything. Were they building a new storage area somewhere? She hadn't seen one.

After bringing Stormfly down into the courtyard in front of the stables, she dismounted and send her dragon off to find some food. Now surrounded by the vikings handing off supplies to one another, she stood still, unsure of where to go. She was outside of the easy rhythm of everyone passing bags and barrels hand to hand, not part of the chain and not able to join it, given the tasks ahead of her.

She made her way toward her house, where she knew Sigrid would be up to her shoulders in dough and flour, ready to direct Astrid to a mind-numbing hour or three of rolling, kneading, cutting, and more rolling.

Instead of absently greeting the people around her as she usually did when she was focused on her next task, Astrid walked slowly, looking up at the faces of everyone she passed, greeting people and watching how they reacted.

There were smiles and nods from people she knew, and bigger smiles from people who knew her well. Everyone, even the men stuck with the miserable tasks of increasing the size of the latrines and preparing slaughtered meat for cooking, seemed very happy. Giddy, even. The impending wedding and the festival that would follow had robbed everyone of any piece of bad mood. Everthing was smiles and laughter and encouragement, even when someone dropped a sack and it broke, spilling dried fruit in a wide arc.

She helped clean up the mess, then trudged the last few steps to her house, stepping into and out of the shifting shadows cast on the stones by the banners overhead. They were mostly new, with images of celebration and ancient battle having replaced images of dragon killing in the years since everything changed. Her family crest was on the banner closest to her house, the edges of the fabric worn and looking splintered against the sky. There was another banner of Fearless Finn, but it had been torn and Astrid hadn't finished mending it. Her eyes narrowed. She needed to finish it, but wasn't sure if she could manage it before the wedding began.

She was lost in thought, navigating by habit, when Stoick called her name.

"Astrid."

"Oh!" She was so startled, she jumped back. Then she smiled. "Good afternoon, sir."

"Ye alright?"

"Oh, yes, I'm fine. Just distracted. Lots to do."

"Aye. Tell me about it." Astrid stilled for a moment, then grinned. There were moments when Stoick sounded just like Hiccup… or maybe Hiccup sounded like his father. When she encountered that similarity, which happened every so often, it struck her hard, this feeling of familiarity and connection with someone she didn't know as well through someone she knew very well….

And there went her face, her cheeks burning like the sunset.

"Do ye know where Hiccup is?"

"Hiccup?"

Stoick's beard twitched, but she couldn't make out whether or not he was smiling. Or smirking. "Aye. Hiccup."

Astrid blinked at him, her mind spinning. She couldn't lie to the chief, but she also couldn't answer in a way that implied she - that they'd been…. Oh, this was ridiculous.

"I think he may have gone to the springs," she said, pleased that her voice sounded steady and unconcerned. "We were sparring before the rain started, but I haven't seen him since."

A good lie is mostly true, she reminded herself. And she wasn't lying, really. She didn't know where he was at that moment, but if he needed to be found, she'd know where to look.

Stoick's expression turned thoughtful, his eyes narrowing as he pulled on his beard with one hand. Her stomach clenched and she took a smooth breath in, counting slowly to four.

"Hm. Well, he'll turn up. If you see him, tell him I'm looking for him. And that he can't avoid me."

Astrid gave a short, surprised bark of laughter. "Will do, sir."

Stoick turned to walk up the long stairs to the great hall, leaving Astrid behind with a wave.

She wanted time alone. She wanted time with Hiccup, alone, really. But in the meantime there was too much to do.

The blast of heat and noise, and the smell of sugar and flour greeted her when she opened her door.

"Astrid! There ye are! Let's get to work."

…

Hiccup was, true enough, still at the springs. He didn't have anything pressing awaiting him back in Berk, and found that the longer he sat by the water, the more conversations began, paused for a long while, and started again - conversations that he wanted to listen to or be part of. Snotlout had chased Tuffnut out of the cove demanding the pages that were rightfully his, but Fishlegs and Hoark stayed in the springs, the rolling twists of water surrounding them echoing the conversations that flowed, stopping and starting again with no discernible rhythm except that of relaxation and peace.

The springs hosted a rising and waning tide of muddy vikings for most of the afternoon. Men, dirty and sweaty from the downpour and the work they were doing, arrived, greeted by cheers and calls from across the water, and then quiet would fill the space around them as the heat and fluid movement of the hot spring soothed their aches, burns, and soreness. In some ways, they fought against the land constantly, racing against the sky and the incoming snow and rain, or trying to outwit the ocean and make it home to Berk with a hold full of fish and a full crew on board.

But in other ways, the land they lived on, that they farmed and explored and cared for, also took care of them. The springs were almost sacred, as important as the wedding and the feast, as the change of seasons and the marking of feast days and celebrations. Everyone came to the springs each week, sometimes more if needed.

When Hiccup was younger, he felt out of place there, surrounded by large men whom he knew he'd never measure up to. When he lost his leg and his status in the village changed, he still felt awkward about being without his prosthetic in front of everyone. But as he grew taller - finally, he thought, with a wry smile - and learned how he fit into the new Berk he'd helped create, the springs became a kind of rest and solace.

But he also noticed that the older he got, the more he saw glances his way, gestures or grimaces that indicated whomever was speaking didn't want to explain in front of the chief's son. His role and status changed constantly, sometimes for the better, and sometimes in ways that made him feel awkward again.

That afternoon, though, everyone was happy. Vikings never needed much of a reason to celebrate or throw a party, but a wedding, the joining of two families in the tribe and the arrival of the bride's extended family from the east, that made everyone almost jubilant, even though the event was days away. Instead of glances at Hiccup to see if he was listening, the men in and around the springs were teasing Hoark, and joking with Fishlegs, who was visibly more relaxed now that Snotlout and Tuffnut were gone.

They talked about dragons, food, the visiting tribe, where they'd be staying, plus more important matters like mead, and which type was the best, and who would drink the most of it.

Hiccup sat on his customary rock at the side of the springs, waiting for his leg to dry fully, and listening to everyone. His large, extended family of one sort or another were all joking in bubbling water on a peaceful afternoon of long shadows and much to look forward to - so he wasn't in a hurry to leave.

"Well, then, Hiccup, I see you beat me here."

"Hey, Gobber. I wasn't expecting to see you until later. You - wait, what is that smell?"

"Oh, that'd be yak polish."

Fishlegs moved closer to the edge to greet Gobber, then backed away into the water, moving his arms and legs to keep himself afloat and out of range of the smell. "Yak polish? What's yak polish?"

"Well, you take some parts of the yak, see, and you boil them."

"And so that's the smell?"

"Oh, no, the smell is when the yak bladder explodes all over you. That was an accident."

"Are you sure it was the yak's… bladder?"

"Well, no," Gobber said, pulling on his mustache as he sat down to remove his leg. "It was all in one big pot, so it might have been a leg or some other part."

"I think I know what part," Fishlegs said, swimming to the other side of the springs.

Hiccup, still without his leg and therefore without a method of escape, was taking slow and deliberate breaths through his sleeve. The sooner Gobber got into the water, the better for all of viking humanity and the neighboring islands, but Hiccup knew better than to offer help.

"The polish, though, it does a right perfect job of shining anything metal. Swords, shields, axes, whatever you like. But it's a monstrous trouble to make, that's for sure."

"What were you, ah, polishing?"

"Haven't yet. That's our job. We polish Hoark's sword, the ceremonial shield, your dad's armor plates, and the armor you wear."

Hiccup groaned quietly. "I'd forgotten about that part."

"Now, don't be letting your father hear you moaning and groaning. That's traditional ceremonial garb. He wore it, and his father wore it, and-"

Hiccup nodded and sighed loudly. "I know, I know. I'll wear it and someday my children will wear it, I know." He ignored the spinning burst of quiet joy that took up residence in his chest at the mention of having children. "But, look, Gobber, it… well, it…to be honest with you…."

"It smells like fish guts left outside for a few years?"

"Yeah, pretty much."

"Well, it's old. Most ancient stuff smells."

"Hey!" Magnus, one of the oldest men in Berk, stood up and shook a bony arm at Gobber. His smile, adorned with three teeth, was met with Gobber's own interrupted, rocky grin.

"Ah, hush yourself, old man. You'll fall in and float away."

"I'm young enough to take on the likes of you," Magnus shouted, his voice roughened by suppressed laughter. Some of the men in the pool started placing bets on who would win. The odds were only slightly on Gobber's side, mostly because of the smell.

"So, Gobber," Hiccup said, trying to hurry him into the water. "Is the yak polish smell to disguise the, ah, deeply embedded scent of tribal history?"

"That's one use for it. Shines them up and hides a little of the stink to be sure. But everyone will want their weapons sharpened and polished for the wedding."

Hiccup sat up straight. "Sharpened? Why? Is there going to be trouble?"

"What? No, not at all. But, you know, everyone likes to look their best, and have their best weapon at their side during the ceremony. We'll have to, ah, remove many of them from the great hall once people start celebrating, but that's normal. No, no trouble. Just lots of polishing and sharpening."

Hiccup nodded.

"So, be at the forge tonight, and tomorrow, too."

"Tonight?"

"Aye. Most people will remember to stop by tomorrow, but I imagine a few will come by tonight. Axes, swords, some maces, maybe."

Hiccup tried to breathe normally, to keep the cold spreading panic from showing on his face. "Maces," he repeated, his voice thin.

"Aye. I hate sharpening them, too," Gobber said, disrobing, then removing his prosthetic hand. "But, ah, well, has to be done." He slid into the water with a shrug, then disappeared beneath the surface.

Astrid was going to come to the forge, and if everyone was coming to have weapons sharpened, there'd be no time, no way for them to….

Hiccup's mind spun though every possibility, every option, what might happen, what he could do to plan for different results. But the final conclusion was the same: he might be able to see Astrid for a few minutes, but most likely he'd be too busy or too surrounded by half of the village to do much of anything else.

The part that twisted his stomach into a painful knot was not his own disappointment, which was substantial. It was knowing he'd have to explain to Astrid, and how awful that would feel.

Hiccup pulled his bag closer, reached in, and pulled out his drying cloth and his shirt. He frowned. He didn't remember putting his shirt back into his bag.

He ran the drying cloth over his chest and arms, wiping away the mist from the springs that covered his skin. The last he'd seen his shirt, it had been in the cave, and not on him. Had Astrid put it in his bag? She must have.

The folded roll of fabric was nearly dry, enough to wear while he made the long walk back to Berk. He wasn't in a hurry to put it on, so he unrolled it.

There was a small silver disc hidden inside, so small he almost missed it and let it roll into the water. It was tiny, barely bigger than his thumbnail, but when the tilted it into the fading sunlight, he could make out two crossed axes and a leaf - symbols of the Hofferson family.

Hiccup draped his shirt over a nearby stone so the warmth from the sun and the hot springs below would dry it a bit more, and examined the disc closely. He hadn't seen any metal embossed with a family crest or seal except for the Berk crest - but that was mostly found on leather, like his bag or on book covers, or on banners around the village. What was this from? And why did she give it to him?

Gobber pulled himself out of the springs, splashing water everywhere, causing Hiccup to move his shirt out of the way and scramble back on the stone he was on to keep from getting wet.

"No time for a long soak," he said with a grunt. Hiccup took that as a hint that it was time to get moving, and packed up his cloth, carefully putting the metal disc into a small pocket inside his bag where it wouldn't get lost or fall out.

He pulled on his shirt, and shook out his hair. He'd wait for Gobber, figuring he could find out more about the possible traffic to and from the forge while they walked. But Gobber took a while to strap on his prosthetics, and never once in his life, not when he'd started at the forge when he was very small, nor when Hiccup had lost the lower part of his own leg, had he ever seen Gobber accept help from anyone when it came to his arm and his leg. Gobber had never asked, and Hiccup had never volunteered, so he waited.

…

The good thing about walking with Gobber was that Hiccup didn't need to say much. He was free to let his mind wander, which it did, much faster than they were walking. Not much needed to be done to encourage Gobber to talk, either. A few murmurs and questions and he kept going.

Hiccup was using the metal pole he'd built to help him keep weight off his leg a little, given that the stump was still red and irritated from his having overtightened the cuff twice in one day.

"Nice staff you built there. Gronkle iron?"

"Yeah, some. And some of the old swords from before, melted down and thinned."

"Let me have a - ach, never mind. Sorry."

Gobber's ears turned red and he glanced at the ground.

"No, it's fine. I'm good."

Gobber looked down at Hiccup's leg and at the staff he held, one end pointed toward him. "Ye sure? Not like you to use a staff or shift your weight."

"Yeah, it's all right." Gobber may not have tolerated anyone commenting on his prosthetics, but he looked after Hiccup very closely. He was used to it. He didn't mind.

Gobber took the metal and examined it closely, but didn't move from where he stood. "So why ye walking with it? Did you hurt yourself?"

"No, I had to tighten the cuff to keep from slipping."

Gobber nodded briskly, his long mustache swinging. "Aye. Had that problem today. Especially when boiling the yak polish. Makes a right mess, it does." He handed the staff back to Hiccup with nod of his chin. "What's the button part do?"

They started walking, Hiccup demonstrating the staff's internal compartments and their purposes as Gobber nodded, mustache twitching. He didn't ask more questions, which was unusual for him, so Hiccup went back using the staff for a less glamorous and deadly purpose - helping him walk upright. "So, lots of people to the forge tonight, you think?"

"Aye," Gobber said, slowing his pace and pulling up his trousers. Why the man didn't make himself a new belt was beyond Hiccup's knowing, but he had some ideas for a Snoggletog gift. "I expect the bulk of the preparations will be going on in the Great Hall, what with the food being baked in the large hearth there. Sigrid's got that in hand, she does. Whole family's been forced into helping her. Astrid, too, poor lass."

Hiccup laughed.

"So once everyone's in the hall, and Stoick starts talking about the ceremony, what everyone will be doing, folks will start thinking about what they need to clean and wear, and that'll lead to remembering, oh, yeaaaaah." Gobber did a fair impersonation of half the village men in one voice. "_I clean forgot my sword, Gobber. You wouldn't mind giving it a wee polish and sharp, would ye?"_

"And then one person with shiny weapon brings everyone else who wants the same?"

"Exactly."

"Well, ah, I was going to, um, I was going to show Astrid how we make bread in the forge tonight so I guess I'll have to -"

"Bread? You haven't show her that yet? Ach, laddie, I expected better of ye."

Hiccup had no idea what to say to that.

"Don't you worry. You'll have time."

Maybe Gobber didn't quite understand what exactly he meant. Or maybe he did, which was a possibility Hiccup didn't want to ponder for too long.

"I..I will?"

"Aye. She can come by. Plenty to do. She can help sharpen. I'm sure she'd rather do that than take orders from Sigrid."

"You're probably right about that."

The long path didn't take as much time as Hiccup had expected, partially because Gobber filled the time with chatter and gossip, mostly about what ridiculous family weapons people were going to haul out of storage and demand to have repaired.

"Mark my words, laddie. Someone will bring us a mace embedded in a cross bow or some fool invention. And it won't be Tuffnut, either."

"Oh, Gods."

As they made their way down into the village, Hiccup noticed Stoick standing in the courtyard by the great hall, talking to Sigrid.

Sigrid was holding a blue bowl in her hands. It was empty, judging from the tipped way she held it, and it was recently cleaned, with water droplets sparkling on the side. It looked familiar.

Then Stoick noticed Hiccup and Gobber walking toward them. "Son!"

Hiccup looked away from the bowl. "Hey, Dad."

Sigrid nodded a greeting then went into the great hall behind them. Hiccup glanced into the dark room when she entered, but didn't see any sign of Astrid, though he figured she'd have been helping her aunt.

"You're safe."

Hiccup turned abruptly and stared at his father. "Of course. Why-"

"I saw Toothless, and not you."

"Oh, right. Yeah. Sorry about that. I-I, uh, I was-"

"He was at the springs. Most of us were," Gobber said.

Stoick nodded. "Aye. Astrid said as much. But I was - that was some storm, a lot of lightning."

"Ah, Stoick, you old mother hen." Gobber was the only person Hiccup knew who could call Stoick names and get away with it. And judging by Stoick's glare and the shift of his beard, Stoick barely tolerated it. "Hiccup was fine."

"Yeah, but, still. Sorry, dad." Those words were familiar. He'd said them hundreds of times, and it never got easier.

Stoick dropped a hand on Hiccup's shoulder, giving him just enough time to brace his leg and prepare for it. His father's arms were like hammers. "No need to apologize."

He had to change the subject. "The, uh, the springs are pretty crowded. So, um, if you're thinking of going…."

Hiccup didn't miss the momentary glance between Stoick and Gobber, but couldn't interpret it, or ask what it meant. "Aye. Thanks. Where ye off to?"

Gobber gestured with his metal arm down the hill. "The forge. Where else? Everyone will be sharpening and shining up to get ready."

"Aye. Guests will start arriving tomorrow, if the trader's reports are accurate. Lots of ships heading this way."

Hiccup looked up. "Do you need extra patrols?"

Stoick shook his head. "Most of them should know we ride dragons, but there's no need to startle people or invite trouble when it's not warranted. Regular coastal patrols should suffice, but an extra route mid-day would be good."

Hiccup nodded. "I'll draw up a new schedule."

"Already did. Hang on." Stoick reached into the slanted chest pocket of his tunic, dug around for a moment, then pulled out a folded paper.

He blinked at his father, then took the list and glanced at it. His father didn't usually bother with aerial defense patrols. That was his job. "You've got the twins with Fishlegs in the morning, that makes sense. But Snotlout mid-day on his own?"

"Aye. Get him out of our hair and give him a chance to show off and burn energy. Give that flaming dragon of his a reason to nap when people are about."

Gobber didn't bother hiding his laugh, and neither did Hiccup. "He doesn't usually need a reason, but yeah, g- good thinking."

"Make changes if you want. Just let me know. I'm off for the hall. Great Odin, there's a lot to do."

Hiccup ran his finger down the list of patrol teams and suggested times for the next day, the day after, and the day of the wedding. He was usually scheduled in the morning, Astrid in the afternoon, and the other primary riders filling in the spaces around them.

Except the day of the wedding. The evening patrol, with the celebration just beginning as the sun moved toward the horizon, Stoick had scheduled Hiccup and Astrid for a full island inspection.

Hiccup stared at the paper, then looked at his father's retreating figure. Stoick didn't glance back over his shoulder. If he had, Hiccup wasn't sure what he'd have said or done. He was too shocked.

…

Gobber had been entirely right about the traffic to the forge that evening. Shortly after they arrived, fed the forge hearth with as much fuel as they could and built the flames to frightening levels, a steady stream of vikings came to the window, each wielding old, outdated, and often strange looking weapons. They chatted a bit, boasted of the legendary history of each item they brought, then left their vaunted family armaments with Gobber and Hiccup.

Most of the boasting began with the killing of dragons, but quickly changed when the speaker realized to whom he was bragging. Hiccup didn't mind…much. Reminders of how much had changed and how much better things were now that there was peace between the vikings and the dragons were never a problem. But scraping long-dried blood off weapons and burning the blackened tarnish off old crossbows and maces made him uneasy.

"Better they all get a polish, eh?" Gobber had pinned the braids of his mustache onto the horns of his helmet. The blaze in the center of the forge was high enough that any dangling whiskers would get singed. It made him look like a drunken clothesline, and every time Hiccup looked at him, he had to bite his lips to keep from laughing.

"You think?"

"Everyone can start fresh."

Hiccup glanced at Gobber, who was speaking slowly, savoring his words as he spoke them. Hiccup needed to keep his attention on the metal in the fire, waiting for it to become hot enough to hammer but not so hot that it warped. It had taken years for him to tell the difference on sight, and he didn't like to look away.

"You know how weddings are, aye?"

"Yeah, I guess."

"Ah, young people. You have no idea how time moves on." Gobber was getting nostalgic. Soon it would be long, convoluted stories about the tribal history of Berk, stories he'd heard before.

Ordinarily he wouldn't mind, but every time someone approached the forge, he listened for Astrid's footsteps. He wanted the anticipation to end, and he wanted her to be there, but he didn't know what he'd say when she arrived. _Sorry, we're sharpening every weapon in Berk tonight, so…yeah._

The fire hosted at least five or six swords, two axes, and a handful of arrows - it was easier to shine and polish an arrow than to shine and polish an entire cross bow. With a few minutes of scrubbing with rough stone, heat and polish, the shaft and arrow head would gleam in a way that made the rest of the weapon look better.

Swords took more time and effort, but axes required the most attention. Fortunately, not many families had an axe as their best or most honored weapon. Stoick did, but his had already been polished and sharpened. The two in the forge fire were older weapons, predating Stoick's birth and Gobber's, too, if Gobber's memory was to be trusted. Their sides were carved deeply with runes and symbols, and the edges were chipped and nearly useless.

"I don't know how we're going to sharpen them," Hiccup said as Gobber pulled one from beneath the burning hardwood.

"We're not. Just shine the sides - that's what the yak polish is for. Makes it look bigger and worth boasting about, but it wouldn't cut a toothpick if ye tried."

"Well, with two of three tribes of drunk vikings, sharp weapons are not the greatest addition."

"Aye, true enough. But like I said, we'll be gathering them up and taking them out after the celebrating begins. Store everything here."

Hiccup looked up, confused. "So all this work, they hold the weapons for an hour or two, then we hide them?"

"Aye. As you said, drunk happy vikings don't need anything extra - beyond their hard skulls, that is."

Hiccup added more wood to the fire as Gobber moved the first batch of arrows to the side table so Hiccup could polish each one. First the soot was scraped off the shaft of each arrow, then, using tongs, he held each one vertically and ran roughened coarse leather coated with polish from one end to the other. Each arrowhead received similar treatment, and within a few minutes a line of arrows leaned against the back wall, cooling until they could be handled, the metal reflecting the firelight in thin, glimmering lines.

"Good lad. Got that done faster than I could have. Beard of Thor, it's bloody hot in here." Gobber stepped back from the raised hearth, pulled off his tunic, leaving on his undershirt, which was stained with sweat and already covered with a thin layer of soot.

Hiccup pulled at the neck of his own shirt, trying to keep the damp fabric off his skin. He shook his head. Instead of being cold and wet like he had been that morning, now he was overheated, but again his shirt was just as slick.

"Ah, just take it off, laddie. No one here but us."

"Right- but, uh- but…."

"Oh, right, Astrid. She'll likely be here soon enough, if Sigrid lets her go, but no need to be sweaty and uncomfortable." Gobber waved his hook at Hiccup, which he took to mean, "Go on already and stop being miserable."

Hiccup began to suspect that Gobber had hit his head and wasn't himself, but he wasn't going to argue. It was awful and hot in the forge. Tossing his shirt over the edge of a table so it would dry through the residual heat from the fire, Hiccup tied on an apron to protect his skin and went back to work. Time passed in a hazy blur, the heat so intense it looked like the air had turned to water, visible waves of heat moving across the forge, streaming out of the windows, reaching for the cooler air outside.

Polishing and sharpening was loud, exhausting and sweaty work, and dirty besides. If Astrid did show, and it looked like she wouldn't given the late hour, he wouldn't be able to make anything, except a mess. He certainly couldn't handle dough with his arms and hands covered with soot. He'd smear whatever he touched.

He pulled a cloth from one of the cabinets and used it to wipe his face and hands, then ran it over his chest and belly beneath the apron before pulling another sword from the fire and bringing it over to the sharpening stone.

"Last one, thank Odin." Gobber grunted as he pulled the largest axe blade from the hearth. "This should be easy enough. Can't sharpen it. The edge is so chipped it might come clean off. Ol' Sven would be mighty peeved if I took his axe and gave him a hammer in return. _Ooooh, wot's this then, Gobber? Where's me axe, ye numpty? Thinking you can pull one over on me, do ye?_"

Hiccup laughed at Gobber's precise imitation of Sven. "Would be a good looking hammer, though. The carving on that axe is impressive."

"Aye. Lost art, that is." Gobber ran a polishing clothing gently over the metal carvings that made up the center of the double-headed axe - or what was left of it. "This has to be about a hundred years old, maybe more."

Hiccup set to work, polishing and scraping the grime and tarnish off the sword in front of him, listening to Gobber talk about the craftsmen who could make carvings like those, who they were, what had happened to them.

"I used to be able to do this type of work." Gobber's voice had turned soft, as if he were talking to himself. Hiccup glanced up at him, and froze at the sad, wistful expression on Gobber's face. "Long ago, before…."

With a gesture and glance at his hook, Gobber set the axe down and reached for his tunic. "All right, then. Time for me to go."

Hiccup stood up too quickly from bending over the table in front of him and nearly fell over. "Go?"

"Aye, ye didn't hear me? I can't be waiting around all night for people to remember their weapons and come get them, and I can't leave them out to cool all night, what with the twins being…the twins. So, delivery service. Night air and a ride in the cart will cool them off enough to handle. Give me a hand, there's a lad."

Confused and unsure of what was going on, Hiccup helped Gobber load most of the polished weaponry into the cart, separating each layer of shining metal with blankets and old cloths. He hadn't heard Gobber say anything about delivering the weapons. Most of the vikings were in the Great Hall, judging by the silence of the courtyard next to the forge. Gobber wasn't wrong about people remembering at odd hours and expecting someone to be present to retrieve a weapon. But he couldn't recall anything being said about returning the weapons personally.

After one final trip back into the forge to retrieve the arrows, Hiccup untied his apron, set it aside, and reached for his shirt, figuring he'd be wandering all over Berk with Gobber for a few hours at least.

Gobber stopped him. "Oh, no. You stay put, here. In case, um, in case any additional weapons arrive, ye hear?"

Hiccup shook his head as Gobber turned and with a maximum amount of noise made his way across the upper plaza to bring several dozen weapons to their owners.

With a shrug and some low muttering, he grabbed a small bucket and filled it with clean water from the barrel by the fireside. He moved through the storage room to the small door that opened to the very narrow strip of land beside the cliff and kicked it open enough that he could squeeze through. When he was younger, he'd escape out that door at a full run before Gobber could catch him. Now he had to duck his head to make sure he didn't knock himself out.

The cool touch of the night air was welcome after the scorching heat of the forge, and the sweat on his skin dried in moments, leaving him itchy and uncomfortable. Upending the bucket over his head, he gave himself an impromptu shower. He tossed the bucket aside and ran his hands over his chest and arms, wiping away the grime and sweat as best he could. The water ran down his body, over his chest and stomach and below the loose waistband of his leggings, soaking the wool. They'd be dry a few minutes after he started working again.

His hands and forearms were still dark with soot, so he went inside to fetch another bucket of water to wash them.

He wasn't looking where he was going, and didn't notice until he had lowered the bucket into the barrel and brought it back up that someone was standing on the other side of the fire. They were obscured by shadows, and the light of the fire was so overpowering, the shadows of the forge tables and equipment were longer and darker, offering more places to hide.

The curving gleam of an axe blade caught his attention, and he jumped. Then he saw who wielded the axe.

"Astrid."


	28. Chapter 28

Feelings of incandescent joy, slight embarrassment, and then alarm collided in a tangle in his chest when Hiccup saw her. He stood, dripping and still dirtier than he'd like to be, especially in front of Astrid, not sure what to do. The bucket and cloth were still in his hands, but he didn't want to put them down to embrace her or even move around the table towards her. He felt disgusting,

But more importantly, she looked miserable. Angry, uncomfortable, and…humiliated? Her face was stained dark red, her cheeks dark, her eyebrows down. Her scowl was so deeply twisted, he thought the next words out of her mouth would be, "You won't believe what Tuffnut just did."

She had her axe in her hand, and she shifted in and out of the shadows, agitated and uneasy. She tossed the handle from one hand to the other, the way she did when she was about to throw her axe across a field, and he wondered for a moment whether he should drop the bucket and run.

"Sigrid sent me," she muttered.

"Sorry?"

"I'm not. I mean, I'm not sorry I'm here but… she said I had to have the family axe sharpened."

Hiccup, used to the eruptions of her temper, the way her feelings would coalesce into a storm and then dissipate, quietly put the wood bucket on the table next to him, draped the cloth over the edge, and leaned back against the table. He kept his hands and arms away from his body. He still needed to wash the soot from his skin, but he wasn't itchy, at least.

He watched, eyes narrowing, cataloging the jagged gestures that betrayed how upset she was: the flex of her arm as she tossed the axe handle in front of her body, the deepening of her frown, the rapid blinking that might have been pushing back tears. Something had really upset her.

When she didn't speak for a moment, then another, Hiccup asked quietly, "What happened?"

Maybe the question caused her to recall what had upset her, or maybe she was angry at having her thoughts interrupted, but for a moment, her arm bent, muscles coiled, and her posture shifted as if she meant to pivot away from him and bury her axe in the back wall.

"If you need to throw, go ahead. No one's here but me."

The words had barely left his lips when her axe sliced into the wall that cordoned off his workroom with such velocity that the forge itself shuddered. The axe hung, vibrating like it had taken away some of her brittle rage, while Astrid stood, a shocked expression on her face, her breathing ragged.

"Sigrid said I had to have the family axe sharpened."

He nodded. He'd gotten that part, but not why it had torn into her, leaving her so unhappy.

"Then she changed her mind and told me to go get my axe. So I went home, and my mother was there."

Hiccup pressed his lips together to keep from speaking, giving her space to explain what was clearly taking up too much space inside her head, though he desperately wanted to ask questions.

"She started arguing with me, saying no, the family axe had to be the one they carried and what was I thinking, taking my own. Then Sigrid saw me with the family axe and yelled at me that I'd grabbed the wrong one. Like I wouldn't know my own axe!"

Astrid buried her fingers in her hair, collapsing in on herself a little, pulling strands from her braid and knocking her kransen out of place on her head. Hiccup straightened from leaning against the table, ready to cross the room, but abruptly, she stood tall, smoothed her hair, set her kransen in position, and tried to take a deep breath, but could only gasp. She tried again, but it was broken into brittle pieces.

"Then my mother came into the Great Hall, yelling at Sigrid, and Sigrid starts yelling back - and this is in front of more than half the village, of course."

Hiccup knew that sting of embarrassment all too well. He wanted to move toward her, to try to help, but he couldn't touch her, and he wasn't sure what else to do. He leaned back against the table, hands propped on the edge, as she continued.

"Then Gothi got into it, jabbing them both with her staff and scribbling in the dirt, but there wasn't enough light to read, so they fought about that, too."

"What did you do?" His voice was soft. He was unsure if he should even speak, if maybe now he should cross the room, or if he should leave. He knew a little of how she felt. But she looked so miserable, and she wouldn't look at him. She was still facing the wall, looking at her axe. It hung at a vicious angle, the handle pointed toward her as if asking her to reach in, pull it out of the wood and try again.

"I left the family axe behind Gothi, got mine instead, and came over here."

She didn't seem to find any comfort or reassurance in telling him how she felt. Her breathing was still jagged and sharp, her movements brittle with anger, far from her normal fluid strength.

"You'd think I'd be ecstatic that everyone's telling me to get an axe and go to the forge. I knew you were here. I wanted to be here already."

"But?"

"It's awful!"

Hiccup jerked away from the table again. He didn't think he smelled that badly - but then he realized she hadn't meant him at all.

"Everyone's smiling and people are actually nudging me with their elbows! What is that?! And everyone, especially my mother, her friends, anyone who has ever known me, EVERYONE has an opinion about my appearance all of a sudden."

She looked the same to him. Deadly and beautiful. And, at that moment, incredibly sad.

"People keep asking me what I'm going to wear, then telling me what I should choose instead. I'm not getting married! What is their problem?"

Hiccup pressed his lips together to keep his face impassive. "You want to sharpen your axe, or can I do it?"

She looked at him, shock on her face, like she'd forgotten he was there while she'd been ranting. Then her face changed, from angry to stricken.

"Oh, Hiccup. I'm sorry. It's not that I don't want to be here with you -"

"It's ok. I understand," he said, pushing away from the table and finally allowing himself to move toward her.

He didn't expect her to turn and run straight at him.

But she did, straight into his arms, hiding her face against his neck, her arms wrapping around his body and holding on.

For a moment, he was deeply, painfully glad that she couldn't see his face, because he wasn't sure he could hide the delight, the joy that spread through him, inside and out. It wasn't the first time she'd turned to him, come and found him when she was upset, or sad, or angry. He was never happy when she was not. But the miracle of her looking for him, of her reaching for him when she was unhappy, of holding her because she wanted to be near him, it affected him every time.

He wound his arms around her carefully, pressing her close, but kept his hands away from her clothing.

"I can't touch you - I'm sorry. My hands are filthy."

She laughed, a short uneven sound that he felt against his skin. The brief chill that followed made him wonder if she'd been crying. "I noticed. What have you been doing?"

"Well, uh…." He shrugged, and she looked up. "Sharpening and polishing every weapon in Berk, I think."

Astrid shook her head, and rested her forehead against his chest. He pulled her closer and kissed the top of her head, watching the firelight glint off the tiny metal studs in her kransen.

Astrid's voice was muffled. "Weddings. People go mad."

"Yup. Every time. This is one of the biggest I can remember, though. I think the number of people on the island is going to double for the week."

"And everyone has to show off," she muttered.

He didn't reply, but looked over at her axe, still embedded in the wall. He wondered if the blade had pierced straight through the wood to the other side. What had he hung on that wall? Was it now split in half?

"Would you sharpen it? My axe?"

Astrid was looking at him, her expression unreadable.

"Of course." He stepped back, and she looked at his forearms and his hands.

"Wow. Yeah, better if you don't touch anything - especially me."

Hiccup snorted, and went to pull the blade out of the wall.

"Just what I need my mother to notice. A giant pair of handprints on my - Hiccup, don't even think about it."

He'd turned around at her words, his posture predatory, hands out like he was about to grab her, but he couldn't keep a straight face, and started laughing. As he'd hoped, it was contagious. Her laughter drowned his as he chased her around the table, past the axe and then back towards it.

"Not happening, Hiccup."

"You sure?"

She jumped over the bench Gobber sat on to change his leg attachment, tore her axe out of the wall, and held it across her body, arms out, tilting the handle toward him. "Take this, and get to work."

"You sure you don't want to sharpen it yourself?"

Her smirk, the gleam in her eyes, caused joy and arousal in equal measure. "You're already dirty. I'll watch."

He shook his head, took the axe in one hand, then reached past her to grab the leather apron he'd abandoned hours before. He'd just pulled the neck opening over his head when she stopped his movements.

"I'll get that." Her voice was soft as she pulled the ties out of his hands and slid behind him. She held the apron taut against him, but instead of tying the strings, she rested her head on his shoulder.

She wouldn't let him turn around, though. "Astrid-"

"I'm sorry I was grumpy when I came in." Her voice was barely above a whisper.

"It's ok. I really do get it."

She took a breath, then another, before she answered. "I know you do."

She was standing close behind him. He couldn't see her, but he could feel her against his skin, almost leaning into him. What was she doing?

He looked over his shoulder. She had rested her forehead against his back, her hands holding the apron ties against his spine. Her body was bent toward his, and he caught the smooth shift of her body as she breathed, as if some of the anger and fury she'd carried in with her had melted in the heat of the room.

Of course, feeling her body so close to his, the rough texture of her skirt brushing against the back of his leggings, the merest brush of her hands against his skin… he hoped she didn't tie the apron too tight.

She shifted, leaning away, and he opened his mouth to speak. The words died in his throat.

She'd opened her mouth, and left a sliding, molten kiss against his back, as if she were tasting his skin. Then he felt her teeth, the tip of her tongue, right below his neck.

She moved, maybe shifting the ties to one hand, because then he felt her fingertips follow the curve of his back, stroking down his spine, her tongue a tiny, incendiary torment as she continued to taste his skin.

"What were you doing with the bucket of water?"

"R-rinsing. Rinsing off." Now he was the one who couldn't breathe. Or speak. Her touch moved along the waistband of his leggings, loose and damp around his hips. She slid her hand below the fabric, tracing his hip and the curve of his waist.

He felt her breath as she laughed, and thought it might push him clear to the floor. He'd have to throw her axe out of the way if he fell. If he could let go of it - he was clutching it so tight his knuckles were white. Hiccup was pretty sure it was the only thing keeping him upright, his grip on the axe handle.

"Ah. Sorry I missed that."

He laughed. "No, trust me, you're not. The polish Gobber made is horrific. I still have to scrub the rest off, and clean the handle of your axe now that I've touched it."

She made a noncommittal noise, a murmur of sound he felt move into his skin like a brand. "I haven't seen you without a shirt in the forge in a long time."

"It's not the safest way to work, but…"

"That fire is huge." Her hand left his skin, and he felt the taut, efficient movements as she tied the apron behind his back.

He tried to turn, but she stopped him again, her hands on his waist, following the edge of his leggings. They were still wet enough to cling to his skin, and were being held up as much by the damp adhesion as by -

She slid the edge of her teeth against his shoulder. Then he flinched, gasping. She'd bitten him. Not hard enough to pierce the skin, but enough that the shock went through him like fire.

"Get to work, Hiccup."

He sighed dramatically, carefully stepping away from her. Using the sharpening stone was going to be awkward. "Yes, ma'am."

Astrid hopped up on to one of the far tables like she always did when she visited him in the forge, and pulled a bag he hadn't noticed from the floor to sit beside her.

He focused on the axe in his hand, noting with some relief that the polish and soot hadn't rubbed off too much on to the handle. The blade was in very good condition - not a surprise since the weapon was Astrid's, and she took as good care of her arsenal as she did of her dragon.

Hiccup moved closer to the monstrous fire so he could see the blade better. The carving caught his eye. He'd seen her axe a thousand times before, but now - it was identical in style to the carving Gobber had been talking about.

"Gobber told me about this," he muttered, glancing at Astrid.

"The metal work? Yeah. Finn did that."

"Finn?"

"Yeah. He and Gobber both learned how." Hiccup nodded slowly, his eyebrows lowering as he followed the curving swirls of metal, the edges neat and defined. Finn had died years before, and Gobber… well, he couldn't do work that intricate with one hand. Maybe that was partly why Gobber kept creating new attachments for his hand, to try to regain the dexterity needed to recreate that style of metalwork.

Maybe Gobber could teach him. Hiccup looked closely at the carving, trying to decipher which tools they'd used, which ones had created the thin, delicate lines, then filled the empty space with dark metal that never faded, keeping the contrast between the silver carving and the background.

Astrid was pulling a length of cloth out of her bag, the colors catching Hiccup's attention.

"What's that?"

"Finn's banner," she said around the needle she held between her lips. "Have to fix it."

Hiccup crossed the room, his hands behind his back so he wouldn't be tempted to touch the fabric. "I haven't seen that one in awhile."

Astrid pulled the needle from her lips and threaded it. "I want it to be outside our home for the wedding. It's been torn for years but I finally figured out how to fix it."

"Need anything?"

"No, thanks." She grinned at him. "Some guy made me some needles."

"Still sharp?"

"Absolutely." She bent her head over the fabric, and he picked up the axe and brought it over to the sharpening stone.

…

Astrid was trying to focus on the banner in her lap, on mending the tear so that it blended with the colorful fabric that made up the image of Fearless Finn. She couldn't keep herself from glancing up, and after the second time she pierced her fingertip with the needle, which was indeed very sharp, she gave up and watched him.

The light of the fire played over the muscles of his arms and back as he spun the stone and pressed the edge of her axe to sharpen it. Sparks flew, the additional bits of light erasing the shadows that sharpened his features. His focus, all the attention evident in his expression, it was still intoxicating to watch.

She pulled herself back and looked at the banner in her hands. She had to get this done; it was important in a way she couldn't articulate that she finish this task she'd taken on. She rolled the edge of the cloth beneath her fingertip, slid the needle into the curve of fabric, and bound it to the background of the banner, covering the tear. She made one stitch, then another, then a third, and only then did she allow herself to look up again.

She wasn't making much progress, since looking up meant she'd watch Hiccup for much longer than she intended. The solitude, the darkness of the corners of the forge and the blasting light from the fire, the low roar as the blaze feasted on the wood Hiccup added, all of it smoothed away the sharp edges of her temper. She'd arrived feeling brittle, like the thin sheets of rock she could snap with her fingers.

Now, the sounds, the heat, the lingering hint of the taste of Hiccup's skin on her lips replaced the shards of her temper, melting them down into a fluid smoothness she savored. The pressure she carried with her into the forge, fury built of annoyance and embarrassment, was banished by the pulsing heat of the fire.

Being with him made it more bearable, all that nonsense, the eager eyes and unwelcome suggestions. And the fighting. She hated the fighting.

The fire broke a log deep within the raised hearth, and she felt the sound move through her body, coiling deep in her belly, liquid with heat. The quiet, determined crackle and hiss of a fire might be her new favorite sound, she thought with a smile. Second to rainstorms and waterfalls.

She watched as he turned the axe, his lips moving slightly as he muttered to himself, then shifted his position to press the lower corner to the stone, honing it to a deadly, shiny gleam.

This space and time was hers, she realized. Maybe people had pushed her toward the forge, but she had wanted to be here.

"So what made you so angry?"

She jerked back, surprised that he'd spoken.

"You don't have to talk about it if you don't want." He misread her reaction, and she smiled at him, touched that he'd ask her. What she'd said earlier in the fury of her temper had probably hurt him. She hadn't meant to, but she might have.

She probably did.

She had to fix it.

"I'm not sure. I was annoyed at everyone, but…." She slid the needle into a corner of the banner so she wouldn't lose it, then reached up and tugged at the end of her braid.

"What set me off, really, was when my mother told me I had to put my axe away, that it 'wouldn't do,' that the older one was better."

He nodded, running a cloth over the sides of the axe, leaving a smooth shine that glowed in the firelight.

"I disagreed with her, and Sigrid backed me up, but…." She sighed, dropping her hand to her lap. "They were arguing about my axe, except that wasn't really what they were arguing about. My mother wanted me to stay and keep cooking with Sigrid, learn all the foods she was preparing. Sigrid told her I knew plenty and should go handle the weapons, that it was my strength anyway. My mother kept at it, saying that I needed to learn what I didn't know."

She looked over at Hiccup, who was listening, his hands still, his focus entirely on her. His attention fed the liquid fire inside her, causing it to swell and grow until it filled her body.

"Hearing them talking about me, knowing they weren't really being honest, that they weren't saying what they meant…it was awful."

Then she thought again of what she'd said when she came in, how angry she'd been. Anguish slid through her, cold and dark, that she might have hurt him thoughtlesly again just now. He didn't have any relatives to argue over him at all. Just Stoick, and they argued with each other most of the time.

But he didn't look hurt. He started polishing the carving on the handle with a clean cloth, glancing up at her and waiting for her to continue. "So you left?"

She nodded. "Once Gothi started trying to scratch in the dust on the floor, and my mother walked over what she was writing, I had to leave. I think Gothi might have been ready to curse her, and I didn't want to see that. So I grabbed my axe and came here."

She'd been following his movements as she spoke, her eyes tracing each gesture, the process of seeing and understanding what he was doing almost separate from what she was saying, two completely different currents of activity. When his hands stilled over her axe, and he bent closer to inspect the joint between the axe head and the handle, she felt like the world shifted underneath her.

It was such a minor thing. He looked closer, his eyebrows low over his eyes, frowning as he adjusted the fit, his hands carefully moving over the steel the same way they moved over her.

Awareness and arousal flooded her, and immediately afterward, there was such peace, warm and welcoming, surrounding every part of her body, every thought. She never worried about what they were, what they were together. They just …were.

She looked for him at every important moment. She rarely went a day without talking to him. Sometimes they spent hours together, and the sharp edge of temptation never entered her sphere of attention.

Not lately, and certainly not now, but not always. It wasn't just fire and that desire to touch and taste every inch of him. Sometimes it was wanting, but sometimes it was a burst of joy, an explosion of humor and laughter and she looked for him to share it.

Everything was so familiar, and yet new and delicate. Anger bubbled in her chest. Her mother had said weddings made people crazy, but Astrid hadn't realized her mother included herself in that assessment. Everything was different. She felt watched and judged, and it felt awful, and she was terrified that the pressure and elbowing of the people around her would crush this fragile, priceless space that existed between them, that she could seldom find and savor.

She wanted to take her axe and defend the forge against everyone who was pushing her. Even if they were pushing her toward things she wanted - deeply, fiercely wanted - she wanted to make the decision on her own.

She settled for talking to Hiccup. "I think Sigrid will convince my mom that my axe is a better weapon to represent the family than the old one. It's in better shape." Her chin rose. "I take better care of it."

"That you do." HIs voice was soft, his focus on the carving that covered the axe, cleaning the polish from the ripples and twists of metal.

"Like they get to decide."

"What?"

Astrid pressed her lips together. She hadn't meant to speak her thoughts aloud, but as usual, everything was easy to share with him.

"They don't… they don't get to decide what I do with my axe, what represents me, or what represents my family. You know?"

Hiccup nodded, then his eyes widened. "Oh! That reminds me."

He picked up a small cloth and went into his workroom. She watched him, followed him with her eyes as much as her ears concentrated on the sounds of his footsteps, the alternating rhythm of leather and metal striking the floor .

When he came out, he was holding something in his palm, nestled the center of the cloth. "What is this?"

She smiled, but when she glanced down, her face began to burn.

"Oh. Um. That's, uh, that's Finn's coin. He made it, part of learning to carve metal. It's two -"

"Axes, yeah. And a leaf. Parts of your family crest."

Astrid shrugged, but didn't take the coin from his palm. "Hoffersons. Stubborn as axes, twice as deadly."

He laughed. "Why did you leave this with me?"

She shrugged one shoulder, about to give a flippant answer, then stopped.

She wanted to be here. But she wanted to do more than just be in the room with him, alone in the heat and shadows of the forge. Everyone else was in the Great Hall, and she'd seen Gobber and his wheelbarrow of weaponry. He'd stop for a drink and make plenty of noise, mostly likely, when he came back. If he came back.

This moment, this time, it was hers.

She leaned in, caught his gaze in her own, smiled slowly, and said, "I'll show you."

"Show me?"

"Yes. Go into your workroom. In the corner opposite your desk." Her voice matched his commanding tone when they'd last been here. She watched his breathing change as he listened, as he heard what she was saying inside how she was saying it, and what she meant.

She hopped off the table. "Go on. Shut the door behind you."

He shook his head, turned, and the glanced over his shoulder. His eyes moved over the forge fire, making sure nothing was in imminent danger of being set ablaze, then he looked at the door.

"I've got that. Go. Now."

She made quick business of moving some tools to the edge of the table, leaning arrows across the doorway where they'd make noise if they fell, and then shutting the door to the forge most of the way so that anyone who opened it would send arrows and steel scattering across the stone floor.

Then, with a deep breath and a hot tide of anticipation pushing her across the room, she went into Hiccup's workroom and shut the door.

He was standing where she'd told him to go, in the corner where he'd pushed her against the wall when lightning had struck the ground outside the forge. He was leaning one shoulder against the wall, his hands on his hips, over his apron. She looked down for a moment as she approached, a slow, eagerness spreading through her.

"Your hands. They really are incredibly dirty."

He looked down with a grimace. "Yeah. If you -"

"No. It's fine." She placed her hands on his elbows and moved his arms. "You can put your arms here, against the wall behind you. Like in cave the by the falls."

She heard his breath catch in his throat. She lifted his arms above his head, reveling in the power that his permission gave her. She placed his hands on the shelf over his head.

"Or, you can hang on here."

It wasn't her imagination. He'd definitely paled, his eyes blinking rapidly. His elbows were slightly bent alongside his head, hands wrapped around the edge of the shelf above him.

Astrid moved closer. The workroom was dark, the forge fire lighting the spaces between the boards that made up the wall behind him, casting thin lines of gold across the small room. She could see the curves of his arm muscles, flexed and taut in the position he held, and she moved her fingers across each shadowed arc, first gently, then with more pressure.

Moving closer still, Astrid reached around his body and untied his apron. She lifted it over his head, then tossed it onto his desk. She didn't hear it fall, but didn't look to see where it landed.

_Hers._ This moment was hers. She looked at his chest, plotting a tactical route across his body, identifying places she wanted to explore, cataloging areas she knew would drive him out of his mind.

He shifted in place, and lifted his hand from the shelf above to push against the wall, adjusting how he stood. She took a half step back, just out of reach.

"Hands above you, please. Back on the shelf."

He froze. "Astrid -"

"You can't touch me."

He groaned quietly, a low sound of frustration and hunger. "I know. Can I just go-"

"No. Back on the shelf, or on the wall. Your choice."

Meeting her eyes, his gaze challenged hers, his intensifying attention pushing against her in a way that caused sparks and ripples of delight to cover her skin. She shivered, but didn't look away. His eyebrows were low across his eyes, and his mouth was fixed in a straight, tense line. She knew that expression, and having it all to herself was exhilarating.

She wanted him to be enthralled, feeling the same wonder and want that she did.

When he tightened his grip on the shelf above his head, she slid toward him again, her movements slow, keeping her eyes on his, a half smile on her face. "See? Told you. Much better this way."

He snorted, and tried to look away, but she caught his face in one hand and kissed him.

She poured her longing, her frustration, her shame at having hurt him, and her eagerness to explore him into the slide of her lips, the stroke of her tongue. He met each kiss with equal pressure, challenged each movement with his own, and she found herself hanging on to him, one hand pressed tight along the curve of his chest, the other curled around his neck, pulling him closer.

Her back felt cold. It was strange to kiss him, to set them both on fire without his touch surrounding her. She'd set the rules, pinned him to the wall with them, and while she felt an endless thrill at what she could do, what she wanted to do, she missed the surprise and encouragement of his touch.

No matter. She had a tactical strategy to follow, tests and evaluations to conduct, to see what she could do, how he would react.

The landscape of his chest beneath her hands was firmness and ridges, valleys of taut muscle covered with freckles she wanted to taste. She began by moving her fingertips, then her nails over his chest, scraping over his nipples when he gasped into her mouth. She did it again, then pinched lightly, reveling in the rigidity of his body as he tried to hold still, the flex of surrender when he couldn't any longer.

She found a trail of hair on his stomach, and explored for what seemed like ages. She tried not to tickle him as she traced it. She wanted to follow that line and connect his freckles with her tongue, her teeth.

So she did. Pulling away slowly from the wet slide of his mouth, the incendiary rhythm of his kiss, she pressed her mouth, then slid the edge of her teeth along his jaw, nuzzling the stubble on his cheek and chin.

She tasted his neck, nibbling the taut ridge that emerged when his body tightened beneath her touch, then moved to his chest. Her hands were everywhere, exploring, stroking and learning the texture of his body, the way arousal and his efforts to hold still changed the shape of his muscles between breaths.

Her hands reached the damp waistband of his leggings and he froze, his chest arching against hers. He gasped, then shuddered, shifting to regain his balance. In moving into then away from her touch, he'd pressed his erection against her and knocked himself off balance. He seemed unsure of what to do next.

She smiled against his neck, then drew a bit of his skin between her lips and bit gently. "I have to get you out of wet clothes again?"

His answering laugh was broken into pieces by his erratic breathing.

"I like this habit," she continued, pulling the fabric away from his skin and sliding her hands over his sides to cover his hips.

"Astrid…."

"What?" Her breath on his nipple made him flinch again.

"Stop - wait."

She stilled, looking at him, and moved away.

"Wait, I just, hang on." He reached down to rotate the cuff on his prosthetic, dropping the spike he used for slippery surfaces. "Can you step back, over- thank you."

He lifted his leg, tightened the cuff, then drove the spike into the floor, embedding it in the wood beneath him, possibly into the compressed dirt below it.

"Good?"

He shifted in place, testing his balance, then returned both hands to the shelf above his head. He nodded.

"Where were we?"

"I… you…."

"Yes. I think you're right."

She dropped to one knee, nuzzling then tasting the hair on his stomach, the curving ridges of his abdominal muscles, biting and sampling how he reacted, while her hands explored the skin just below the waistband of his leggings.

He tried to speak again, then gave up.

"Perfect." He was nearly incoherent.

When she she moved closer then sat back on her ankles, she kept her body close to his, and his erection ended up pressing against the length of her throat as she looked up at him.

His eyes were closed, his head bent, his mouth tense. He looked like he was trying to coach himself through breathing, like he'd forgotten how.

Watching his face, knowing his eyes were closed, she reached up, and began to pull his leggings down, away from his body.

His eyes flew open, horror on his face. "Astrid, no. Wait."

She stopped, looking up at him, her head tilted to the side.

"You - I… we - you can't…." His mouth opened and closed a few times. Perhaps he couldn't remember how to speak, either.

She rested her hands on the outsides of his thighs, reveling for a brief second on how firm and strong he was, how his legs felt like the steel of her axe beneath her palms. His strength, and her position kneeling in front of him, made her shift how she was sitting to relieve a small portion of her own aching, almost painful arousal.

Hiccup was gasping for air, his breathing erratic, still trying to speak.

"Hiccup. There's no one here," she whispered, her hands pressing against his legs, following the contours of yet more muscles she hadn't explored. She leaned in, unable to stop herself from licking the outside curve of his abdomen, the muscle that taunted her by disappearing beneath his leggings, which were askew across his hips. She wanted to follow that muscle, chart a path from the freckles on his hip to the trail of hair down his belly, and see if they met where that muscle curved inward.

A wide and somewhat wicked smile on her face, she moved upward onto her knees, held his hips in her hands, and pressed the softness of her neck, then her breasts against the thick ridge of his arousal.

He tightened his grip on the shelf above his head, and his biceps stood out in hard relief, quivering a bit with tension.

"Astrid, you-"

"Listen." She bit the side of his stomach, then held him still when his body shuddered in response. "I did what you did. I put arrows across the door, then closed it. There's chain mail on the floor, and steel hanging over the edge of a table. No one can come in without us hearing."

He looked at her, concern and heat mixed in his expression.

"No one will, either. Everyone's in the Great Hall, and Gobber is out-"

"Weapons. Someone will bring some, looking for me."

"No," she replied, shaking her head. "It's late, and they're already drinking mead and singing. Can you hear them?"

He shook his head. "I can't hear much beyond my own heartbeat right now."

She grinned, incredibly happy. "They'll wait until tomorrow. No one is looking for you. This is ours, right now."

He looked away, arms quivering with strain, breathing uneven.

"Please," she whispered. "I want…." She wasn't sure how to articulate what she wanted. She wanted everything that was happening, she wanted his surrender, she wanted to know what it was like to throw him past the point of coherence.

His reply was barely a whisper, accompanied by the barest of nods. "Oh, Gods."

His body bowed forward a bit, as if he were bracing himself for something painful. Instinctively, she ran her palms along his sides, kissing his stomach, trying to soothe the tension so he'd relax. She couldn't reach him if he was bent towards her.

Then she realized he was trying to form words and speak.

"What?"

"If you… when you…oh, Gods." He let go of the shelf with one hand and rubbed his forehead on his wrist. Then he drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. "If you touch me, I won't be able to… I'll…you...you and… I won't last."

Was that all? That was kind of the point, wasn't it?

She nudged his belly with her chin, waiting until he opened his eyes before she replied.

Then she smiled. "Perfect."

He relaxed - as much as he was able to, anyway, holding himself upright using a high shelf and the wood floor beneath him.

But for a moment, she stilled, unsure. "So… may I? Please?"

He nodded, closing his eyes again, his mouth tense.

Her hands were eager, betraying her impatience. She drew the waistband of his leggings down over his hips, revealing his erection.

His freckles did continue below his waist, intersecting that curve of muscle she loved, which, if she touched too lightly, made him screech with laughter. The hair changed from a thin line to a wider patch that, like his skin, was still damp from the water he poured over himself.

She'd heard from all the women in her family about different acts, how they worked, and why. The entire idea of using her mouth had repulsed her at the time - why would anyone want to _do_ that? It seemed ridiculous.

She looked at him now. Her mouth watered.

She wanted to spend the rest of the night exploring him, watching what happened if she used her hands, her mouth, or both. She wanted to make him feel what he'd done to her in this same space, on the other side of the room, on his desk.

Slowly, she wrapped her hand around him, listening to his reaction, watching his breathing, the flex and quiver of his abdomen. He grew harder for a moment, almost widening in her palm. The skin was incredibly soft; she couldn't stop touching, exploring, feeling the difference between the top, the sides, the gentle, tender spaces beneath.

Hiccup sounded as if his breathing were about to fragment into pieces he'd never be able to reassemble. She watched the movement of her hands as she learned his body, learned his reactions, all the while glancing up at his face, listening to the sounds he made, the groan of the wood above his head as his hands squeezed until his fingers were white.

She varied what she did, stroking, pulling her palm along the side, over the top, then down, rubbing her thumb along the underside, trying to reconcile what she was learning with what little she remembered from a conversation years before that she hadn't really wanted to have.

Then she leaned forward and touched him with her tongue. He gasped and muttered, and the noise pushed her like she was jumping off the edge of the cliff into the water. Within the space between one breath and another, she dove in.

She licked the length of him, testing his weight on her tongue, tasting the faint salt of his skin, the way the texture changed. She varied what she did on instinct, exploring him with her mouth, her tongue, her hands. He hissed and gasped her name when she let one of her teeth brush across him.

He liked that.

She ran the sharp edge of the teeth at the corner of her mouth down along the shaft, and he shuddered. She used her nails to scrape against his testicles, pulling them into her hand.

He moaned, his body shaking. He dropped his hands from the shelf above to the wall behind him, gripping the wood with his palms and fingertips, leaning his head back, gasping aloud.

"You might want to be quiet," she said before taking him fully into her mouth, savoring the sound, the taste, the knowledge of what she was doing to him.

"Not sure… how."

"You'll figure it out." She gripped him tightly in her hand, her fingertips trying to close around him, barely meeting. "I did."

He tried to laugh, then bit back what sounded like a groan as she slid her fingers tightly along the length of his erection, feeling the firmness increase beneath her touch.

She drew the tip into her mouth, suckling gently while her hand moved firmly along his shaft. The power and overwhelming sensation of what she was doing, how it felt, how he tasted, all the control she held over him at that moment pooled in her belly, painful and hot. This was far from repulsive.

This was amazing.

It was wonderful.

She'd do this every day for the rest of her life if she could.

He palm flattened against the wall with a low sound. "Astrid…you…I'm going-"

She slid her tongue over him, and moved away long enough to whisper, "Yes, please."

Then she pulled her hand tighter along the length again, letting her nails scrape as her tongue and teeth slid over the top. He bent forward a bit, gasping, whispering her name, trying to speak and unable to move beyond calling out to her in a harsh whisper.

He grabbed the wall, the door frame, the shelf above his head, like he was trying to keep himself tethered to the ground, like he might fly away. She rested her hand on his left thigh, a solid, quivering length of muscle, feeling him press the metal of his leg deeper into the floor with his considerable strength.

She pulled the edge of her teeth back along the top of his erection, bringing the tight grip of her hand against her lips, then moved forward and down, tightening and drawing him deeper into his mouth. She felt him quivering against her tongue and reveled in it.

"Oh, Gods. Astrid." He was panting, gasping for air.

Then she felt him lose control, heard the strangled cry as he tried to be quiet, and tasted the incredible triumph of his release. He thrust into her hand, towards her mouth, and she easily met each movement with her own, trying to prolong the exquisite feeling of flying that she knew surrounded him.

She kept moving, slowly, releasing the tension of her grip gradually as he curled slightly forward over her, his breathing returning to something close to normal.

"Astrid."

Her tongue slid over him one last time before she spoke. "You need to work on being more quiet."

His eyes opened.

She grinned at him. "You can practice. I'll help. Bring your staff."

He bent over, laughing helplessly, wiping his forehead on his arm, then straightening to help her stand.

Then, without warning, he pulled the spear of his leg from the floor and spun her around, moving her with the strength of his arms, pinning her to the wall with his body. He kissed her deeply, his hands flat against the wall above her head, making sure not to touch her.

She reached up to grip his wrists, then wrapped her legs around him, feeling his strength, his legs pressing into the floor, his arms and body easily supporting her, pushing her into the wall.

He continued to hold her up, kissing her between uneven, deeply drawn breaths. Then he rested his forehead on hers, looking into her eyes.

She tightened her legs to bring him closer. "I'll go clean up outside while you… clean up here?"

He nodded, and she dropped her feet to the floor. He might have whispered something, but she missed it, slipping past him out into the blinding heat and light of the forge.
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Hiccup was almost entirely sure the forge was spinning around him, and he was standing still. That was the only explanation that accounted for the fact that he couldn't take two steps without grabbing onto something to steady himself. He was wobbly like first mornings after he first woke up from The Great Battle. He'd jump out of bed, forgetting he was missing half his leg, forgetting that when he stood up, one half of him was supported by wood and metal, and he'd overcompensate and fall to the floor.

Now, he knew his prosthetic as intimately as he knew the rest of his body, possibly more because he spent so much time refining it, but crossing his workroom to get to his desk seemed impossible.

He could barely focus on anything, and couldn't remember what he'd been doing before he'd entered his workroom, before Astrid had followed him and before-

He grabbed the back of his chair and sat down, dropping his head to his desk for a moment to catch his breath. He'd taken three steps, maybe four, and he was exhausted.

It probably wasn't because of the walking.

Hiccup closed his eyes and counted slow. He knew his name. He knew where he was. He knew he had to go into the main room of the forge. He could hear Astrid putting things back, the drag of chains on the floor as she moved them to their barrel, the light ping of the arrowheads as she leaned them one by one back against the stone wall.

If anyone was going to be aware of perimeter and security, it was Astrid, he thought with a small laugh.

He never dreamed or thought.…

Well, that wasn't really true.

He'd wondered. But he never let himself fantasize what it would be like. All his fantasies had focused mostly on what he could do to her, what he could learn, what he could do correctly, then refine and do again. He'd never really indulged himself in what it would be like if she -

Even now, he wouldn't let himself think about it.

He sat up, opening his eyes, and only just stopped himself from rubbing his hands through his hair. They were still dirty, covered with soot and polish, and he needed to wash them immediately.

He'd done enough thinking for now. He was pretty sure he could remember how to walk. Possibly form complete sentences.

Hiccup stood, adjusted the cuff of his leg, loosening it slightly, and was about to open the door when a tiny flash of light caught his attention. The coin, Finn's coin, was on his desk.

He put it in his pocket.

…

Astrid was perched on the table, legs folded beneath her, the banner of Finn unfolded across her lap. For a moment, in the changing light of the forge, he'd though she'd changed her clothing, that she'd put on a long skirt of some sort, and the sight disoriented him again, sending his mind spinning in all directions.

"All cleaned up?" Astrid's voice was light, but there was a sharp curl of humor beneath it, and he felt his face turning red. He grabbed the bucket off the table and moved toward the side door and the barrel of water beside it.

"I- I have to, uh - to wash my hands."

"Uh huh." He could hear the smile on her face, but she didn't look up from the stitch she was making.

Until she muttered a curse and brought her finger to her mouth, frowning.

"Needles still sharp?"

Her answering growl followed him toward the door, but the gleam of her axe blade stopped him.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing." He put the bucket down and picked up the axe. "Still need to sharpen this."

"You left your apron in the back."

Hiccup glanced at her. Her head was tilted to the side, her smile slight, but her eyes were dancing and crinkled at the corners, and he could tell she was holding in laughter.

"Thanks. You stay there," he added, nudging her with his elbow on his way past.

"Or you'll what?"

He didn't bother to reply. Reaching down to grab his apron from the floor by his desk, he put it on with careful movements and walked back toward her axe. Astrid had returned her attention to the fabric that covered her, and he stopped for a moment to look at her, allowing his eyes to lose focus slightly.

With the banner falling across her legs, the lightweight fabric sliding through the air currents of the forge, she looked like she was wearing a gown of green, red, and white, lit with gold by the fire.

The room spun a little, this time around Astrid.

"You're moving slowly," she said, still not looking up. He blinked and turned to her axe.

"Y- yeah. I, ah, I don't trust my, um, my hands near sharp things."

Her laugh was soft, barely audible. "A little unsteady, huh?"

"Yeah."

"That's good."

This time, he laughed, loud and a little embarrassed. Then he picked up her axe and started the sharpening stone.

Sparks shot from the edge as he honed it, leaning most of ihs weight onto the blade, watching carefully for any sign of a chip or bend in the metal. He wasn't making that mistake again. He wouldn't get away with swapping one axe for another so easily, either.

Hiccup tried not to glance up at Astrid, now partially concealed in the shadows and obscured by the tiny flares of light in front of him. But he did, twice, and both times the illusion of her in a gown caused his thoughts to stutter and spin, and he made himself look away, pay closer attention to the axe, and less to its owner.

After he'd sharpened the edge on both sides, he polished it one final time, running a soft piece of leather over the flat blade repeatedly until it gleamed, almost a light source on its own.

Then he once again grabbed the bucket, filled it with water and went outside.

When he returned, his hands were finally clean, scrubbed and a little red from the effort. Astrid was holding her axe, tossing it hand to hand, spinning it while watching the light bend over the blade and shatter into sparkles that flashed across the floor.

"It's incredible. Thank you."

Hiccup smiled at her, wiping the last of the water from his wrists with a clean cloth. "Any time."

He took off his apron, hung it on a peg, and reached up to a high a shelf for a stack of wooden bowls.

When he turned, Astrid was staring at him. Staring at his waist, specifically. Oh, Gods. Had his leggings shifted?

He looked down, shifting the bowls to one hand, but nothing seemed out of place or -

"What are those for?"

Was her voice higher pitched than normal? "Um, I -, uh." He swallowed. "Bread."

"What?"

"Bread. Bread making?"

"Seriously?"

"Uh - well, if you don't…"

"Oh, no. Thank Thor. I've been _waiting_ for this." She moved in a flash of light and momentum toward the table she liked to sit on, pushed the banner fabric back into her bag in a messy bundle, and rested her axe handle on top. Then she turned to him.

"So, what do I do?"

He'd lost his train of thought again. "Do?"

A handful of steps brought her within arms reach, but he didn't move. She closed the remaining distance with one hand, sliding her palm around his side to rest on his back, fitting perfectly beside him.

She looked up at him, mischief and anticipation on her face.

"Teach me."

"You don't… you don't have anywhere you need to be? It kind of takes awhile." The line of skin across his back where her hand had slid across was on fire. Her touch was molten on his side and he couldn't move, not away, not towards it.

"Nope. I'm good. And like you said, a good lie is half true."

He nodded, putting the bowls in a line on the table.

"So tell me what to do."

"Um. Well, you, uh, you might get flour on your clothes. Want an apron?"

"Eh, I'm not worried," she said with a shrug and a wave of her hand.

He couldn't think of what to say next, so he gathered ingredients from the different containers he stored them in and set them on the table. Astrid pulled the metal jar of flour towards her and examined the lid.

"Iron for your flour?"

"Yeah. It's, uh, it's a fire hazard if it's in the air. I don't want it to blow around the forge if it's windy, so the lid has to be heavy. And the sides, too, to support the lid."

"And the decoration?"

He laughed, reaching into a cabinet to pull out a length of fabric. "I was practicing."

"This looks like the peg detail on the axe you made me."

He could feel his face begin to burn again, and shrugged with one shoulder. "Yeah. Like I said, practice."

He couldn't look from the table and meet her eyes when he returned to her side, placing the fabric and a second apron on the table next to the bowls. But he had to when she nudged him once, then twice, in the side.

Astrid grinned and pushed her hair away from her face as she looked up at him. He was never going to get used to being taller than she was, that he had to tilt his head down to see her.

Her smile grew. "Thank you."

He smiled in return, then set about trying to explain how he and Gobber figured out how to bake bread in the forge. Within a few minutes, they were up to their forearms in sticky dough, mixing and kneading by hand in large wooden bowls that Hiccup was pretty sure Gobber had carved long before Hiccup was born.

"So it's actually too hot in here, and you have to let it rise somewhere cooler?"

He nodded. "I have a shelf in my workroom…"

Astrid turned her head in a snap, a surprised and devilish expression on her face.

"Not that one."

"I would like to see this… other shelf." She spoke slowly, her tone thoughtful.

"Soon enough," he replied, shaking his head at her.

The wet, lumpy dough in his bowl slowly became more smooth and elastic, and he pulled the cloth closer and unrolled it.

"How's yours?"

Astrid grimaced. "Looks nothing like yours."

She was right. The ingredients in her bowl were only partially mixed, and the dough had covered her hands more than it had formed a cohesive ball.

"I think you're not kneading with enough force."

"More force? I can do that."

"No, no, not like that."

He moved to her side just as she shifted closer to the table edge and slid her body in front of his. She spoke over her shoulder, her tone brisk. "Show me."

"I'm- you." He sighed. "Alright."

He tried to move around her shoulder armor, but it was impossible to reach in front of her and not stab himself with one of the spikes.

"Oh, right - sorry about that. Can you take my armor off?"

Hiccup ignored the way his heart sped up and the momentary skip in his breath, unlaced her armor, and placed it onto the table beside her.

"Show me how to do this?"

He moved closer, directly behind her, and cursed himself for not putting a shirt on. It was too hot to wear one if he was working, what with the fire being so high, but he could feel the warmth of her through the thin layers of clothing that stood between them. He avoided her skirt, and the accompanying spikes, but his arms rested against her waist as he wound his hands under hers, and tried to demonstrate how to mix, then knead the dough she'd made.

His mind was struggling to function properly, to put the right words in the right order to explain. The curve of her breasts brushed against the sensitive skin on the inside of his arms, and he couldn't think past that small point of contact where his pulse beat against her skin, where every sharp point of his attention was focused on the fact that she didn't move away.

She moved closer.

She moved again, a possibly deliberate slide of her back across his belly, and his breathing stopped and restarted. It had been an hour, maybe less. He was still so sensitive, everywhere. Odin only knew how he'd managed to sharpen an axe. He could barely use his hands.

He could do this. Just say words, explain what to do.

He shouldn't move his arms, though, because that would bring her closer to him, press his body against her in a way she may not want, and… it would be better to stay still.

Then she moved again, and he could hear her speaking, but he didn't understand what she said.

He tried to cover her hands with his own, to move so she would stop shifting and sliding against him. Did she know what she was doing to him?

She glanced at him, and the gleam of her eyes and the smile on her face told him plenty. She knew. She knew what she was doing to him.

Oh, Gods.

She pressed back against him again, arching her back, and his mind erupted into a riot of hot sensation and impossible arousal that stopped his heart.

Using the strength of his arms and his legs, he pressed her body against his, holding her, his hands tight over hers, his forearms against her hips, trapping her between the edge of the table and the ridge of his body.

"Hold still," he said. His voice was darker than he wanted it to be, than he meant it to be. "Do not move."

She stiffened, any softness turning rigid beneath his touch. He opened his mouth to apologize when she turned her head to look at him.

Her eyes were wide, her pupils dilated. Her mouth had dropped open, and her breath slowed, then stuttered in a low gasp.

Astrid flexed her fingers, sliding them between this, then curled tightly, her nails digging into his skin for a moment, a bite that helped him focus.

Hiccup realized two things in rapid succession.

One, he needed to apologize and explain quickly and clearly before his entire body exploded into nothing.

And two… Astrid _really_ liked being told what to do.

He flexed his arms again, holding her still, her body taut, pressed against his. The soft fabric of her shirt was warm, hot even, and when she leaned into him, arching her back further, he felt the gathered fabric of her bindings against his chest.

She was still looking up at him, watching his expression.

He shifted his weight, moving away from her skirt, and, pulling his fingers loose, wrapped one arm across her stomach, his hand in a fist to keep from scattering flour and dough on her clothing.

"Hold. Still." He spoke softly, none of the prior harshness in his voice. But he wouldn't allow her to move, to shift or even turn away from him.

She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue, heat and desire increasing in the way she looked at him, eyes hooded, focus intent. Her head tilted slightly, but she didn't speak. She waited, listening for his next instruction.

Her eyes dropped to his lips, then to his chest, before she looked in his eyes again. The silence between them stretched like molten steel, hot and dangerous.

Astrid wet her lips again, then whispered. "Show me."

He started to move but stopped himself.

She frowned. "What?"

"Your skirt is, um, it's-"

"Ah." She reached for the waistband with one hand, then tried to pull her fingers free from his grasp, but he shook his head and wouldn't let her go.

"Gobber will be back soon. You can't."

She frowned, eyes narrowing, and tried to pull her hand free, though with not as much effort as before. "It's fine. We'd hear him."

Desire and worry battled in his mind, and probably in his expression. He wanted to press his body against hers, feel her arch against him, watch what changed on her face if he told her what to do, gave her specific instructions to follow, told her how to use her hands, her fingertips.

The last large piece of wood on the fire broke in half, sending sparks into the air, a burst of gold and red that lit them both before shadows took over and filled the room. The fire was dying. He didn't want to go add more fuel to it. He didn't want to move. But if he didn't… he wanted her to see him, and he wanted to be able to see her face. He'd learned so much reading the subtle shifts of her expression, how she responded to his voice, to what he said.

Astrid rose onto her toes and covered his mouth with hers. Her fingers gripped his tightly while her other hand slowly moved over his chest, over his heart. Her skin was sticky with dough, and she left some of it on his skin when she lifted her palm. He caught her right hand in his, and brought it to the table, holding her within the circle of his arms again.

"You don't follow directions well," he said when she moved away. He kept his voice soft, but his arms and hands were firm, holding her in place.

She shook her head.

Then she turned and licked away the traces of dough from his chest, her teeth scraping over his skin and making him gasp. "Nope."

"Watch." He turned her attention to the dough in front of them, and demonstrated how to mix the remaining flour in by folding and refolding the sticky mass onto itself, slowly incorporating more as the texture turned smoother, more elastic, and less sticky.

"How did you do that?"

He shrugged. "Practice."

She grunted in response, a low, frustrated sound, and watched his hands closely.

Hiccup glanced at her neck, and watched a red flush make its way from her collarbone to her face. She had to be overly warm in the forge, wearing wool, plus bindings, plus her skirt and, until a few minutes before, her armor. But he couldn't think of a way to reduce what she was wearing without putting her in a potentially disastrous situation.

He turned the dough over one more time, then placed it back in the bowl. Then he picked up his, and hers, to put them in his workroom.

In the moments he'd been working, his focus elsewhere, she'd subtly pressed him backwards, and when he shifted to move past her, she spun and faced him, grabbing the waistband of his leggings in her hands, stopping him in his tracks.

He froze, a bowl in each hand, her hands pulling the fabric of his leggings taut so he had no choice but to lean toward her.

Her smile was as wicked as her fingers, which she slid along his waist, teasing him. "So now what do we do?"

"Now?"

She nodded, but didn't release her grip.

"I have to put the bread in my work room to give it time to rise."

A knowing and wicked expression came over her face. "I see."

"Grab the cloth?"

She nodded, let go, then followed him. He moved slowly, partly because it was darker and he didn't want to miss a step and fall, and partly because his leggings were held up by his erection and a few stray pieces of dough.

Astrid passed in front of him and took one of the bowls from his hand. "Tell me where?"

"Shelf in the back corner by my desk."

She reached up, tipped the bowl onto the shelf, and took the other from his hand.

"So what's with the fabric?"

"Cover the tops of the bowls with it. Keeps the dough clean. Well, cleaner than it would be without it."

She laughed. "It is a forge."

"Yeah. It is."

She draped the waxed cloth over the bowls, then turned.

"Now what?"

She answered her own question by placing her hands against his stomach and pushing him back toward his desk.

His reply was a laugh and a gasp as he covered her hands with his again and pulled her closer. "Oh, no, you don't."

"I don't what?"

"You don't get to be in charge. That's what."

Astrid drew a deep breath and her body tilted toward him as if she were about to pounce, to spring forward off her toes and launch her body into his. He instinctively braced his weight against his prosthetic and prepared to shift into her momentum, but one faint clank of metal and wood stopped them both.

They waited. Hiccup held his breath. And then the sound came again, closer this time. Along with off-key singing about yaks and blue flowers.

"Gobber."

Hiccup nodded.

Astrid scowled.

He could understand her frustration. Before he could think twice, second guess himself and question his instincts, he pulled Astrid's hands and spun them both until Astrid stood in front of him again, her arms crossed in front of her, his hands tightly holding her against his body. He ignored the pressure of her skirt, the way the steel spikes pressed into his erection in a way that didn't hurt, but made the searing arousal more sharp.

His whisper was low, harsh and firm, just into her ear.

"I'm sorry I can't do to you what you did to me."

Astrid didn't respond. The rapid gasp of her breathing, the way her body nestled against his, seeking more contact, more sensation, was the answer he needed.

"I owe you - everything you did."

Her head dropped back to rest against his shoulder. Her eyes were closed, her mouth open slightly.

He lowered his whisper, though no one could hear him but her, as Gobber was still a few minutes away from entering the forge.

"I want you to… do everything. To yourself. Tonight."

She shuddered, a slight, intoxicating movement.

"You'll manage… on your own?"

Astrid nodded. She had to wet her lips twice before she spoke. "More fun with you."

"Next time. Promise."

He pressed a kiss to her temple, then whispered instructions, the rhythm of his speech similar to the somewhat harsh tone that had made her react before. "Go back into the forge, find your armor and put it on. There's a wet rag and bucket by the back door. Begin wiping the table. I'll be out shortly."

"What are you doing?"

"You'll see."

He released her, but held her hands until she was steady on her own feet, her balance restored from resting so firmly against him. She looked over her shoulder up at him, her eyes frustrated, her mouth tense.

Then she turned, reached one hand around his neck, and pulled him toward her into a hot, ferocious open mouthed kiss that nearly blew his mind apart. Her tongue slid over his, her hands hot on his skin, his neck, fisting the fabric of his leggings to pull him closer.

The loud clatter of wood against stone outside broke the intensity and they pulled apart.

Astrid turned and hurried into the main room, and he heard the sound of the bucket on the main table as she followed his instructions.

He dug until he found an old shirt in the storage box beneath his desk and pulled it on. Gobber would have a lot to say if he found Hiccup without his shirt on and Astrid present, none of it a conversation he wanted to have. Hiccup was pretty sure there was flour and dough on his chest and back, too.

He looked down at himself, and sighed. He needed an apron, too. For concealment.

But before he went back into the main room, he found a scrap of paper and some charcoal, and moved until he had just enough light.

…

Astrid was scrubbing the table as if her life depended on it when Gobber came in. The look on his face would have made her laugh if any amusement had been within her reach. She was hot, sweaty, tense, aroused and frustrated, and Gobber was the cause.

She straightened.

No, not the cause.

Gobber was the obstacle that prevented her from jumping on Hiccup the way she wanted to. She had memories of Hiccup's desk. She wanted to experience them again, and she couldn't.

Gobber glanced at her and smiled broadly, the waning firelight glinting off his rock tooth.

"Evening, Astrid. Where's Hiccup?"

"Back here, Gobber," Hiccup replied, coming through the door to his workroom. He'd put on a shirt and an apron, and was carrying a large metal tray in one hand.

She looked back at Gobber, evaluating his expression.

He was frowning. "Back there, eh? Working on the next piece?"

"Yeah, that and showing Astrid how to make bread."

Hiccup still hadn't crossed the room toward her. He was standing by the high table she usually sat on. Was he avoiding her?

Then she turned her head and stared. She could have sworn she heard Gobber mutter something like, "That's too bad."

Everyone was gone mad and no one made sense, she decided.

"Make all the deliveries?" Now Hiccup came near her, reaching past her to grab another rag to wipe down the table.

"Oh, aye. All weapons restored to their rightful owners, shiny and better than new. Which reminds me - Astrid, I saw Sigrid. She said you're to bring your axe home with you."

Astrid frowned, but nodded.

…

Later, in the warm and quiet darkness of her room, Astrid looked out the window above her bed and counted the stars. It didn't make her any more sleepy.

She wanted to be stubborn, to disobey out of a perverse sense of pride or determination, but she realized with a sigh she was being ridiculous.

She listened for any movement, any noise that indicated someone in the house was awake. Only silence greeted her, steady and safe.

She rolled to her side and reached beneath her bed, pulling out the small bundle of waxed cloth she'd found in her bag, tucked amid the folds of the banner she was repairing.

Hiccup had put it there, but she hadn't had time or opportunity to open the packet since she'd left the forge - not with Sigrid finding her on her way home, then her mother, both of them talking over one another the entire walk back to their house. Then there'd been a late meal, more talking, and apologies that came in the form of compliments and teasing. Both of them were sorry they'd upset her, and with the forceful way Sigrid was glancing at her mother, Astrid was pretty sure who had won the argument she'd run away from earlier.

When she'd climbed into bed, she hadn't wanted to look, to unwrap what he'd given her. She hadn't wanted to do what he'd told her to, either, to obey his instructions. But now she couldn't think of a reason why she shouldn't except for stubbornness, and that seemed pretty silly.

The weight of the tiny folded bundle was slight, but she recognized the pattern of the folds instantly. If she didn't open the sequence correctly, she might tear or break whatever was inside. He'd taught her ages ago, like a secret code of cloth and paper instead of words and signals.

Astrid curled onto her side, looking at the package in her hand. There was a faint dusting of flour in one corner, and seeing it filled her body with curls of heat that spread through her limbs and collected in her core.

Refusing to follow his instructions was just ridiculous, she decided. With careful, slow movements, she unfolded one corner, then a side, and then the other, until the waxed cloth opened to reveal a fold of paper, and a coin.

Her coin.

She almost laughed aloud, but caught herself in time, one hand over her mouth.

He gave her back the coin. He understood.

He owed her one.

Oh, and she was going to make sure he paid, too.

Then she unfolded the paper.

At first, she didn't understand it. It didn't make sense. It was just a bunch of curving lines, a series of dashes of charcoal across the page.

Did he sketch her a weapon? It wouldn't be the oddest thing for him to sketch for her, but why hide a drawing like that inside a tightly coded fold of cloth?

Then she turned the paper and couldn't stop herself from gasping aloud.

It was them.

It was a drawing of them.

She turned it again, tilting the paper toward the scant amount of light that shone through her window, her mouth open in awe.

It was the two of them, in the cave, her body straddling his, his hand, suggested by a shadow she could see he'd smudged deliberately into the paper… his hand over her hip.

The line of her back, another line for her hair, both curved over the shadow of his body, which arched toward her, pulling her closer.

One stroke of the charcoal was his arm, moving toward her in the moment before his fingertips brushed over her breast.

As she deciphered his drawing, another curve became her hands pushing his hair back, her mouth reaching for his.

Astrid tried to slow her breathing, but felt like she was being set on fire from the inside out. Her hand slipped beneath the light blanket that covered her, fingers pushing aside the light cotton shift she wore.

She held the drawing in one hand, following each line, decoding the illustration into movement and sensation, his skill capturing his desire and hesitation as he reached for her, hers as she slid her body over his.

She closed her eyes, and the drawing danced on her eyelids, flooding her imagination with images. The way he touched her skin, the way his fingers felt over hers, holding her tightly, then showing her how to work the bread dough, moving over and through it, changing the texture with pressure and touch.

Her fingers kneaded gently, shaping her arousal into an intense need, giving the thoughts and fantasies that tormented her a direction to go, a path to follow. The image of the drawing mixed in her mind, combined with the memory of his touch, his scent, the way he tasted, the way he'd felt when she'd pinned him against the wall, the way she wanted him to do the same to her.

Moments later, her body arched off her bed, her mouth tracing the shape of his name.


End file.
